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That Monday afternoon in October, life indoors was getting to be 
more than I cared to take. Meaning, by indoors, the office of Nero 
Wolfe, where I worked, on the ground floor of the house he owned 
on West Thirty-fifth Street not far from North River. Relief was 
due soon, since he spent two hours every afternoon, from four to 
six, with the orchids up in the plant rooms on the roof, but it was 
still thirty minutes short of four o'clock and I had had all of him 
I could stand for a while. 

I wasn't blaming him; I was merely fed up with him. It was 
smack in the middle of the Great Meat Shortage, when millions 
of pigs and steers, much to the regret of the growers and slaught- 
erers, had sneaked off and hid in order to sell their lives dear, and 
to Nero Wolfe a meal without meat was an insult. His temper had 
got so bad that I had offered to let him eat me, and it would be best 
to skip his retort. By that Monday afternoon he had got so desper- 
ate that he had started taking long walks, as, for instance, back and 
forth between his chair and the bookshelves, and sometimes even 
through the door into the front room, which faced on Thirty-fifth 
Street. 

So at three-thirty I told him I was going out for an errand down 
the street, and he was sunk so far in misery and malice that he 
didn't even demand to know what the errand was. Then, just as I 
was reaching for my hat on the rack in the hall, the doorbell rang. 
I let the hat wait, stepped to the door and opened it, and what I 
saw jerked my mind loose from the fastenings where it had got 
glued onto Wolfe's huff. Standing there on the stoop was one of 
the most obvious articles I had ever looked at. Though the sun had 


TROUBLE IN TRIPLICATE 


4 

been shining all day and still was, he had on a raincoat, belted tight. 
His hat, a glossy black felt number, was too small for him, and it 
looked out of place for the lids of his light gray eyes to be open be- 
cause his face was embalmed—or, at least, after he had breathed his 
last and had been embalmed, his face would look exactly the way it 
looked now. 

'Tour name's Goodwin,” he told me impolitely, without over- 
exerting any muscles. . 

“Thanks,” I thanked him. “How much do I weigh?” 

But he was serious-minded. “Come on out.” He jerked a thumb 
backwards. “Guy here in a car wants to see you.” 

I pause for character identification, wanting to make it clear tliat 
I neither scream with fear nor start pulling the trigger every time 
I see a . stranger with an embalmed face reach in his pocket for a 
cigarette. But in his long career as a. private detective Nero Wolfe- 
has aroused many emotions in many people, some of them tena- 
cious, and since I have been employed by him for over ten years 
my name is undoubtedly on a few lists along with his. So I told the 
face to hold it a minute, stepped back inside and swung the door 
shut, went to the office and across to my desk, opened a drawer 
and took a gun, and put it in my side coabpocket, leaving my hand 
there. 

As I was heading back for the hall Wolfe demanded peevishly, 
“What is it? A mouse?” . , 

“No, sir,” I said coldly. “I was asked to descend to the sidewalk 
to approach a man in a car.' The cards at the curb. I recognized the 
man in it as Dazy Perrit. Since he is one of our most famous citi- 
zens I suppose you have heard of him. His latest title is King of 
the Black Market. He may have formed an opinion, contrary to 
yours, that I would be good broiled.” 

I went. Outdoors on the stoop, after shutting the door and hear- 
ing the lock click, I took my hand from my pocket to show the 
face what was in it, put it back in the pocket, descended the steps 
to the sidewalk, and crossed to the car, a big black sedan. The man 
inside cranked the window down. 

From behind my right shoulder a voice was saying, “He's got 
his hand on a gun in his pocket.” * 
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“Then he's damn silly/' the man in the car said through the 
window, “to let you behind him.” 

“Huh-uh.” I looked through at Dazy Perrit. It all depended on 
the conversation. “Mr. Wolfe knows you're here. What do you 
want?” 

“I want to see Wolfe.” 

I shook my head. “Nope.” I was ignoring the hired man. This 
was the closest I had ever been to Dazy Perrit. To most people he 
would have seemed a big fat man, but to me, used as I was to the 
magnitude of Nero Wolfe, he was merely rounded out. His face, 
smooth and shaved to the pink, was too big for his nose and mouth, 
but that was unimportant on account of the eyes. Everything he 
had done and might do was in his black eyes. 

“Nope,” .1 said. “I told you on the phone this morning that 
Mr. Wolfe is too busy to see you. Pie's got more work than he can 
handle now.” 

“I intend to see him. Go in and tell him.” 

“Lookit, mister.” I put an elbow on the window sill and leaned 
in to him. .-“Don't think I'm laughing you off. People who laugh 
you off are apt to show up soon at a funeral, playing the lead. Okay. 
But neither am I asking any favors. Whatever you have in mind, 
and you're being pretty damn stubborn about it, Mr. Wolfe wants 
no part of it. That may make you sore, which would be a pity and 
should be avoided if possible, but not half as sore as you would be 
if you rolled something out in front of him and let him look and 
then he didn't like it. That would be really bad, either for him or 
for you, and don't be too sure—” 

“Archie!” 

It was a bellow from my right rear. I straightened and wheeled, 
and saw the upper half of W olfe filling the space left by a window 
he had opened — the near window of the front room. 

He bellowed again, “What does Mr. Perrit want?” 

“Nothing!” I called. “He just stopped by— ” 

“He wants to see you,” the face put in. 

“Then confound it, Archie, bring him in here!” 

“But I-” 

“Bring him in!” 


The YdndoTv bariged shut and Wolfe vras gone. The face loohed 
searchingly up and dovm the street and acTOSS. then reached past 
me to open the door of the car. and Dazv' Perrit climbed out. 


I decided I didi 
I thought I did. S 
man to come along 


it know as much about underu^orld rcvalty as 
urely the thing would have been for the hired 
, vratching for treacher;/ in all directions at once. 


but Dazy Perrit told him to stay by the car and entered the house 
alone vdth me. Two paces inside the oSce he stopped to make a 
sur/e}% probably merely through force of habit hke a veteran gen- 
eral pla}ing goK on a strange course automatically picking out the 
best spots to place artillery' units or hide his tanks. I walked on past 
him and sat down at my desk, v/aming myself not to under- 
estimate his potentialities just because he was six inches shorter 
than me. I v/as too sore at W’olfe to speak. 

"'Be seated, sir/' Wolfe said graciously. 

Perrit had finished surv^eying the premises and v/as survewng 
Wolfe. ^\fter five seconds he spoke as if he were a little irritated. 
*"I don't like it in here. Fve got something private for you. Come 
out and sit in my car.” 

I was really on edge because I was sure Wolfe would make him- 
self obnoxious, and getting obnoxious wdth Da2y* Perrit simply 
had no percentage. But Wolfe said, "My dear sir/' and chuckled 
in a friendly manner. "I rarely leave my house. I do like it here. I 
would be an idiot to leave this chair, made to fit me—” 

"I know, I know,” Perrit said impatiently. He aimed the black 
eyes at me. "You go out and sit in my car.” 

"No, sir,” Wolfe said emphatically. "Do be seated. That red 
leather chair is the best one. I do nothing without Mr. Goodwin. 
If you confided in me, no matter what, under a pledge of confi- 
dence, I would tell it all to him as soon as you left.” 

"You might make exceptions. I might be a good exception to 
start with.” 


BEFORE I DIE 


7 

“No, sir.” Wolfe was courteous but firm. “Sit down, Mr. Perrit. 
Even if you decide against trusting secrets to Mr. Goodwin and me, 
there's a little matter Fd like to discuss with you.” 

Perrit was no hummer and hawer. He took three steps to the red 
leather chair near the end of Wolfe's desk, lowered himself into 
it, and asked, “What do you want to discuss?” 

“Well.” Wolfe's eyes went half shut. “In my own field I am an 
expert, and I sell expert information, advice, and services. I am not 
intimately acquainted with your activities, but I understand that 
you are also an expert — uh, in a different field. Presumably you 
know where certain things are and how they may be got. I am on 
the whole a respectable and virtuous citizen, but like everyone else 
I have my smudges. Where is some meat?” 

“Oh.” Perrit sounded chilly. “Maybe I've got you lined up wrong. 
You want a slice of the meat racket?” 

“No. I want slices of beef and pork. I want some meat to eat. 
Lamb. Veal.” 

So that was it. I gazed at my boss in bitter disgust. He had lost 
all sense of proportion. For the sake of making a wild grab for a 
rib roast, he had left his chair, walked clear to the front room, 
opened a window, and invited the most deadly specimen between 
the Battery and Yonkers into his house. 

“Oh,” Perrit said, not so cool, “you're just hungry.” 

“Yes, I am.” 

“That's too bad. I'm not a butcher and I'm not a retailer. In fact 
I'm not in meat at all. But I'll see—” He broke it off and looked at 
me as if I was the butler. “Ring Lincoln six-three two three two, 
between seven and ten in the morning and ask for Tom and use my 
name.” 


“Thank you, sir.” Wolfe was as sweet as stick candy. “I assure 
you, this is appreciated. Now for your own business. Mr. Goodwin 
told you on the phone this morning that I was too busy to see you. 
Of course that was flummery. Wliat was in his mind was that while 
the occupational hazards are relatively high in the detective busi- 
ness, in your business— that is to say, in any activity connected v/i'th 
you— they are substantially higher, and a combination of the two 


would be inadvisable. I must,admit,,^qgretfu^ that I agree with 


iiBai# ')S: 



him. It would be foolish for you to entrust me with secrets only to 
be told that I canh undertake a job for you, so I tell you in advance. 
Tm sorry.'' 

“I need help," Perrit said. 

''Doubtless, or you wouldn't have— " 

"I don't often need help. When I do I get the best there is. I like 
everything the best. For what I need now, I've picked you as the 
best. I pay for what I get." Perrit took from his breast pocket a 
neat little stack of bills, unfolded, held with a rubber band, and 
tossed it onto Wolfe's desk. "Fifty C's. Five grand. That will do 
for a start. Tm being blackmailed and your job is to stop it." 

I goggled at him. The idea of Dazy Perrit being pestered by a 
blackmailer was about the same as Billy Sunday being pestered by 
an evangelist trying to convert him. 

"But I've told you, Mr. Per—" 

"I'm being blackmailed by my daughter. That's one thing nobody 
in the world knows except me, and now you and this man of yours. 
Here's another thing, and this is even more particular. This is very 
particular. I wouldn't tell it to my mother even if I still had one, 
but I need help. My daughter is—" 

"Hold it!" ^ • 

Dazy Perrit was not easy to stop, but I made it ’positive enough 
to stop him. I was out of my chair, standing in front of him. "I 
want to warn you," j told his eyes, "that Mr. Wolfe is fully as stub- 
born as you are. This is damn dangerous for all concerned. He's told 
you he doesn't want to hear it, and neither do 11" I turned savagely 
to Wolfe. "Good God, what's v/rong with spaghetti and cheese?" 
I picked up the stack of bills and stuck them out at Perrit. 

He ignored it. Plis eyes hadn't even shifted to me. He went on 
to Wolfe, "The particular thing is that my daughter isn't really my 
daughter— the one that's blackmailing me, I mean. Now you know 
that too, you and this man. P said that nobody else in the world 
knows it, but she does. I have got a daughter, 'born in nineteen 
twenty-five, twenty-one years ago. She'll be twenty-one next month, 
November eighth. There's a job for you to do with her too. What's 
,ip?" 

"You'll have to excuse me, Mr. Perrit." Wolfe had glanced at the 
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wall clock, pushed his chair back from the desk, and was manipulat- 
ing his bulk upright. He moved from behind the desk and then 
stopped, because Perrit, also on his feet, was standing square in 
his path. 

''Where you going?'' Perrit asked in a tone which implied that 
no conceivable answer would be acceptable. 

I stood up too, my hand leaving my pocket with the gun in it— 
that is, in my hand. That may strike some as corny, but it was in- 
stinctive and the instinct was sound. I got around town some and 
was fairly well informed, and so far as I knew no serious argument 
with Dazy Perrit had ever been settled with any tool but a gun; and 
up to then Perrit had done all the settling, either personally or by 
staff work. With what he had already spilled I could see nothing 
ahead but one fine mess, and I still believe, corn or no corn, that if 
he had so much as poked a finger at Wolfe's central bulge I would 
have dropped him. 

But Wolfe said, unperturbed, "I always spend from four to six 
upstairs with my plants. Always. If you insist on confiding your 
troubles to me, tell Mr. Goodwin about it. I'll phone you this eve- 
ning or in the morning.'^ 

The point was settled, not with words, but with eyes. Wolfe's 
eyes won. Perrit moved a step to the right. Wolfe went on by and 
out, and a moment later the bang of the door of his personal 
elevator sounded. 

Perrit sat down and told me, "You're crazy. Both of you. What's 
that thing in your hand for? Crazy as bedbugs." 

I put the gun on the desk and heaved a sigh. "Okay, tell me 
about it." 


in 

I . 

At one point I thought Dazy Perrit was going to break down 
and cry. That was when he was telling me that his daughter, his real 
daughter, was up among the top of her class at Columbia. Appar- 
ently that made him feel so proud he could hardly bear it. 



It wasn’t really very complicated. In his early days in St. Louis 
Perrit had got married and there was a daughter. Then three things 
lappened in the same week; the daughter had her second birthday, 
die mother died, and Perrit got three years in the hoosegow for a 
stick-up. I got only a rough sketch of this and practically nothing 
of tlie years that followed, up to 1945; all he gave me was that some- 
where along the line, when he had begun to get prosperous, he had 
^ot daughter-conscious and had dug her up somewhere in Missouri. 
He didn’t say where or how he had got her away, but in order to 
give me the picture he Jiad to explain that she didn’t know she was 
his daughter. She thought he was merely representing her father, 
who was very wealtliy and couldn’t disclose himself because he was 
planning to get elected President of the United States or something. 

“It was okay/’ Dazy Perrit said sourly. “It was working fine. I saw 
her about every three months and gave her money. Plenty. It was 
a break for me when she picked a school right here in town. Then 
Tliumbs Meeker bitched it up. He sent a punk to tell me that if 
there was any little favor he could do for my daughter just to let 
him know.'' - 

That, of course, from my standpoint, made it even sweeter. Mr. 
Meeker, called Thumbs on account of his favorite method of get- 
ting information from reluctant persons, Jn which he used both 
thumbs, was the cave man on the' other side of the mountain. If to 
be associated with Dazy Perrit in anything whatever was a doubtful 
pleasure, to be yanked in between him and Thumbs Meeker was 
enough to start ulcers. 

I went on listening to Perrit because there was nothing else to do 
but shoot him, and I had missed the psychological moment for 
that. It appeared from developments, he said, tlrat Meeker had not 
actually tagged his daughter but had merely learned that he had one 
concealed somewhere. But, he said, the one thing on eartli he was 
afraid of was that someone would find his daughter and tell her the 
facts. That was what had ruined his life, having a daughter. 

“It ruined me,” he said, “because it put water in my guts. Wliere 
she’s concerned I can’t think straight and I can’t act straight. You’ve 
heard I’m tough? You’ve heard that?” 

“Yeah, I’ve heard it said.” 


‘'Okay, Fm tough. But there's plenty of tough ones. The point is 
Fi^e got brains, Fve got better brains than any man Fve ever met. 
If I had got started oh another track I could have been anything you 
care to name. But where she's concerned my brains don't work. 
Look at my coming here and spilling this. Worse yet, look at what 
I did a year ago April. I rented a penthouse off Fifth Avenue and 
brought a girl there as my daughter. I knew it was dumb but my 
brain wouldn't work and I did it/' 

That, he explained, had been for the purpose of drawing Thumbs 
Meeker off, and also anyone else who might be interested in the 
Periit family. With his daughter living there in the pentliouse with 
him, naturally no one would continue searching for her other places, 
especially in colleges. It was a very fine arrangement. He had his 
secret all sewed up. 

'Then," Perrit said, with a sudden change in his tone and a 
gleam showing in his eyes that I would not have liked at all if he 
had been talking about me instead of to me, "the little biteh used 
the pliers on me." 

On that I got details, which he furnished v/ithout referring to 
any notes. The squeeze had started the week before Christmas with 
a demand for a thousand bucks cash in addition to her weekly 
allowance of a century. Thereafter she had requested and received: 


Late January 

$1500 

Middle of Februar)^ 

1000 

End of April 

5000 

Early in June 

300G 

Last of July 

5000 

Last of August 

8000 


"Interesting,"- 1 said, “how she went dowm, then up again, thei 
down, then up again. Interesting psychologically." ^ 

“It strikes you as funny, does it?" . 

IT didn't say funny, I said interesting. And by the way, ther 
aren't many people, Fm not saying Fm not one of them, but ther 
are very few, who would believe a word of it. She has nicked yo' 
for nearly twenty-five grand. Why didn't she happen to have a: 
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^iccidciit, say about the third nick^ like getting in the way of flying 
pieces of metal or something?'' 

"That's all exaggerated/' Perrit said as if he were disappointed in 
me. '‘They start rumors and evexyoiie believes them." 

'‘Nuts." I grinned at him. "This is off the record, wfliere I hope 
to God it stays, WHiy didn't you handle her or have her handled?" 

"My daughter? jMy own daughter?" 

"She wasn't. She isn't." 

"As far as anyone knows she is. I would have had to do it myself, 
and e\'en then it would have been very risky. She has got that all fig- 
ured. ^^■^lat if she disappears? How would Thumbs Meeker and 
others dope it? I'd be right back where I started, and they'd be look- 
ing for trails again. I'\*e looked at it from e^■•erJ* angle and it's no go." 

I shrugged. "Then you're stuck ivitli an ex-pensive daughter." 

'‘I'm stuck with a glutton and a damn fool. Last night she hit me 
for fifh^ grand. That settles it. I've got to have help." 

I whistled. "That takes it beyond ps\'cholog)^ But does she have 
to disappear? Why don't you try something short of curtains?” 

"I ha\*e. Do vou tliink I've shelled out with a smile?” 

'iNo. I don't/' 

“Right. I ha\’en't. But there are limits to that too, since I've got 
her there as my daughter. So I need help; I know lots of people, and 
I know a lot about lots more. I guess I must know forty or fifty 
lawyers, and there isn't one of them I'd spill this to or any part of 
it. I picked on Nero Wolfe because from what I know of him he's 
got brains, and mine won't work on this. It's up to Wolfe to dope 
out a way to handle her.” He pointed at tire stack of bills. “That's 
just for a start. Fll pay what it's ivortli, and it's wordi plent)*." 

“He won't touch it." 

Penit ignored that complete^, I was beginning to believe that 
tlie secret of his success was a gimmick on his eardrums tliat tuned 
out all unwanted sounds. 

‘‘You'll need," he said, “more than 5uu've got if you're going to 
handle her. You'll need it all. Her name as my daughter is Violet 
Perrit. Her real name is Angelina hlurphy. How I got onto her 
doesn't matter, but she is absolutely covered. She was on the jump 
in Salt Lake from a rolling and cleaning charge under the name 


of Sally Smith, and I went out there and got her myself. She 
smooth and no disgrace. When I say my brain wouldn't work, fc 
instance, I doped it that Td have her sewed up because Salt Lai 
would like to have her back if she got tricky, but it didn't take hi 
long to realize that I couldn't unload her." 

He told me a lot more that I didn't want to know, but of couri 
the lions were already loose and more wouldn't matter. After 1 
finished with Violet Angelina Sally he shifted scenery and tl 
curtain went up on Columbia. His real daughter's name w^as Beuk 
Page, and from the change in his voice when he spoke of her 
fully expected him to pull out a wallet and begin showing me sna 
shots, but he didn't. To hear him tell it, she had the rest of tl 
students panting along behind in a cloud of dust, tie gave wh 
seemed to me to be unnecessary details, which I suppose was undi 
standable since there was no one else on earth he could tell abo 
her, except Nero Wolfe, and Wolfe w^as up with his orchids a] 
paying me to listen— though not near enough. Nothing like enou^ 
if this ended the w^ay I was suspecting it might. 

“As I told Wolfe," Perrit said, “there's a job for him to do wi 
my daughter too. That's another danger. There's a possibilit}^ tl 
she might be recognized. She strongly resembles her mother." 

“For God's sake," I protested, “whatever Mr. Wolfe may be; 
is no plastic surgeon. Try the Red Book." 

“That's funnv, is it?" Perrit asked. 

The words w^eren't much, but I admit that for the first time 
tone hit me in the spine. It put him down on a lower level, and 
the same time brought him a lot closer and a lot meaner. Proba 
members of his staff or the rank and file used it oftener than 
did, now that he was at the top. It was the voice of the kil 
Apparently cracks about most tilings might pass without troul 
but no cracks about Beulah. 

“Not ver)^,"' I said courteously. “Better luck next time. Bu 
you expect Mr. Wolfe to arrange for your daughter to stop 
sembling her mother — " 

“I don't. You talk too much. She looks like her mother, but w 
makes it stick out is a trick she has of sitting with her- shout 
down, sort of slumped fonvard, and then straightening up in a 
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tain way, with a little jerk. Her mother did exactly the same thing, 
and the first time I saw my daughter do it, about a year ago, I saw 
it was a dead giveaway. If anyone who knew her motlier happened 
to see her do that, there's a good chance tliey would tumble. I tried 
to get her to stop it, as well as I could considering who Fm sup- 
posed to be, but it didn't work and I was afraid to emphasize it. I 
want \^^olfe to get her to stop straightening up like that." 

Naturall}', five arguments and three or four cracks were on the 
tip of my tongue, but I set tlie brake, Tlie only hope \vas to get him 
out of there as soon as possible, before he got in an order to tutor 
Beulah in math, which he had informed me was the only thing she 
w’as less tlian perfect in. But he wasn't ready to go, though he had 
spent nearly an hour witli me. He had more information about 
Angelina \^iolet Sally that he thought might be helpful, suggestions 
about the best approach to his daughter, remarks regarding the need 
for immediate and effective action, and various other details. An- 
other secret of his success, I gathered, was that he was good and 
thorough. 

Finally he was on his feet, ready to go. '‘Violet," he said, "will 
still do vdiat I tell her. She thinks she's going to clean me. You say 
Wolfe won't leave the house. If you want her down here, ring me 
and ril see tliat she comes. You wrote down those phone numbers." 

Answering not his words but his tone, I said, "You saw me put 
them in the safe." 

"Keep 'em there. Come out and open tlie door and call Archie." 

I stared at him. "Call who?" 

"I said Archie." 

That made the day perfect. The embalmed face's name was 
Archie. I took Perrit to the hall, got him his hat and coat, opened 
the door and stuck my head out for a look, and growled over my 
shoulder, "All clear. Call him yourself." 

He didn't have to. My namesake, standing on the alert at the 
rear corner of tlie black sedan, had heard the door open and now 
crossed to tlie foot of the stoop steps, looked up at his employer, 
and announced, "Okay." Dazy- Perrit descended tlie steps and got 
in the back seat of the car. The face got in front and started the 
engine, and they rolled off. 
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1 went to tlie kitchen and poured myself a glass of mil 
Brenner, the chef and groom of the chambers, was tliere, 
chives into atoms. He smiled at me. 

“Ca va?” 

'^Boy, does it va,” I told him, and took a gulp of milk. 'H 
question left is, what color shrouds do we like.” 


W 


I made a full and honest report to W olfe, when he can 
to the office from the plant rooms at six o'clock, only be 
no longer mattered. Not only did I not want to ti}* to ] 
him to lay off, I was even afraid he might. Witli me cran 
the gills with Dazy Perrit's closest and fondest secrets, no 1 
brush-off would have been worth a damn. I was, if you 
facts, scared stiff. So nothing was further from my mind 1 
ing to make Wolfe obstinate by riding him. 

At seven o'clock I was telling him, 'Incidentally, that 
number he ga\*e me is probably tlie real thing. T-bone, i 
briand, as Fritz calls it. Pig's liver. Fresh pork tenderloin. C 
it will be useless to ring Tom in the morning if we're nc 
good with Da 2 }*“-and his five grand in our safe.” 

Wolfe muttered at me, "Get Mr. Perrit.” 

Then difficulties arose. At the tliird number on the list 
got Perrit, and he said we could expect Violet at V^'olfe's 
nine o'clock tliat evening. It took less than hvent}' words, < 
selected at both ends, with no names mentioned, to com 
conversation. Perrit could have been on a part}^ line and 
done. But in ten minutes he called back to say that pre 
gagements interfered and the visitor wouldn't arrive unt 
thirty. I said that was pretty late and maybe tomorrmv v 
No, he said, it would be tonight between eleven-tliirt)' 
night. 

V^’^olfe, wiio had listened in at his desk, grunted and 
“'Get tlie daughter.” 
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''A^’iolet? Or Beulah?” 

“The daughter. Miss Page.” 

“But what the hell. There's no rush about making her stop 
straightening up with a jerk. That was just—” 

“We don't even know there is a daughter. All we have is what 
Mr. Perrit told us. I want to see her. At the very least, I want you 
to see her. 

“You going to introduce me to her?” 

“Pfui. She is twenty-one years old. Flummox her.” 

That wasn't as much of a chore as some he had been known to 
give me, since Perrit had given me what he thought would be an 
in. I referred to the list of numbers, dialed one, and after the third 
buzz there was a voice in my ear. 

“Hello, hello, hello?” 

It didn't sound at all like a Phi Beta Kappa, but I resen-ed judg- 
ment and proceeded. 

“May I speak to Miss Beulah Page?” 

“Sure. Talking. Are you a preacher?” 

“No, Miss Page, I'm not. My name is Stevens, Harold Stevens, 
from Dayton, Ohio. May I have a minute?” 

“Sure. Only it's too bad you're not a preacher.” 

“It certainly is, if you want one. YvTiat I want to ask, I would 
like very much to have a talk with you, this evening if possible, 
because I'll be in the city only a short while. I want to tell you 
about the Dayton Community Health Center, and, frankly, we 
thought yon might be willing to help us out with a sm.all contri- 
bution. You see, the fame of your generosity in matters of com- 
munity health work has gone pretty far. AndT'd like to tell you 
what we're doing and planning, I promise not to take much of 
your time. Perhaps I could run up to see 3^ou right now? I could be 
there in twenty minutes.” 

“I don't — ” A pause. “I'm particularly interested in health work.” 

“I know you are,” I said warmly. 

“The reason I spoke about a preesher, Fm going to be married. 
We just decided to, just before the phone rang.” 

“Well! That's just fine! I can be there in twenty minutes. Of 
course I shouldn't butt in, but I won't be in the city—” 
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'Thafs all right. Come ahead. Come on and come ahead/' 

“Thank you veiy much.” 

I pushed the phone back and told Wolfe^ “Lit. Not plastered, 
but lit.” 

He was busy pouring beer, which Fritz had brought, and uttered 
only a low growl. Nor did he make any comment as he observed 
me returning the gun, still, lying on my desk, to my side coat- 
pocket, and arranging its little brotlier, which I got from a drawer, 
in an armpit holster of my own design. 

I did not actually expect ambush and sudden deatlr as I emerged 
from the house into the early October dark, but I wasn't kidding 
myself that any street or any two-legged animal that had become 
an object of interest to_ Dazy Perrit was exactly the same street or 
the same animal it had been before. And though there is abso- 
lutely nothing wnong with my nervous system, things looked and 
felt different as I went to the garage around the corner, got the 
convertible, and headed uptown. 


¥ 

In one way Perrit had given me a false impression of his daugh- 
ter. I had got die idea that practically all the dough he gave liei 
was dished out for worthy things like textbooks and health work 
but it was evident that her apartment on One hundred and twelftt 
Street had not been furnished witli spare change. The big room— 
and there was nothing like a bed in it, which meant that wasn’i 
all— was provided with all the articles, of comfort and then some 
I admit the biggest thing in it was a lacewood desk between t\v( 
windows, and iliere was no question about her owning books. , 
Otherwise Perrit had her right. Her performance on the phom 
had given me a suspicion that Dazy was Just one more male paren 
with wool over his eyes, but one good look at her was enough 
She was no bar heifer. Me not being her fatlier, I could face tb 
reality that she was a little short and overweight, but every^thin 
was there that should have been at the age of twenty-one, in it 
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proper place^ including a fairly well-arranged face with light-colored 
eyes totally different from dad's. 

Since she had told me that they had just decided to get mar- 
ried when the phone rang, I was fully expecting to find the lucky 
man there, and there he was. - 

'This is Mr. Schane," Beulah told me, and he came forward 
for a shake. She went on, "He's been scolding me. He says I was 
maudlin on the phone, talking to you about a preacher. Maybe I 
was, but he sjiouldn't have got me drunk." 

"Now wait a minute," Schane protested with a smile at me and 
then at her. "Who made the cocktails?" 

"I did," she admitted, and somehow they were next to each 
other, touching, though neither had deliberately managed it. Evi- 
dently they were at the stage where the two organisms naturally 
float to a junction. She asked me, "Hasn't a gkl got a right to 
make cocktails when she's got engaged? By the way, there's a little 
left. Won't you have one?" She went to a table and picked up a 
shaker. "I'll get a glass." 

"I've got a better idea," I declared, intercepting her. "I ought 
to be ashamed of myself for busting in on your celebration, and 
especially right at dinnertime. Why not let me help you go on 
celebrating, in a mild sort of way? How about a betrothal dinner?" 
I was giving them my best grin, "With no rooms in hotels. I'm 
putting up with a friend down on Thirty-fifth Street, and he hap- 
pens to be a famous man, and also he's very hospitable. T'll call 
him up and tell him we're coming. All right?" 

They looked at each other. "But^after all," Schane objected. 
“We're utter strangers, not only to him but to you too." 

"What's he famous for?" Beulah asked. "Who is he?" 

"Nero Wolfe, the detective. I've known him for years. He saved 
my life once— uh, on a murder charge. I was innocent and he 
proved it." 

"Oh, Morton, let's go!" Beulah had both her hands on his arm, 
holding him and looking, up at him. "This is my first request as 
your bride-to-be, to come and eat dinner with Nero Wolfe! Yoii 
can't refuse the first one!" She turned her head to me. "We'll make 
him go! He has a strong sense of propriety because he's in his last 
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year at law school and he thinks lawyers are the guardians of 
everything from social conventions to moral righteousness/' 

“Not righteousness/' Schane said firmly. “Right/' 

He looked it. He stood, about my height, like a bulwark against 
something, with a good strong chin, a face that had bones, and, 
just to round out the picture, dark straight-aiming eyes behind 
glasses in thick black frames. He said he had intended to go home 
and do some studying in preparation for a stiff test that was com- 
ing, She said, still holding on to his arm, surely not on their 
engagement evening, and when it ended the way those things 
always end I got permission to use the phone and crossed over to it. 
Fritz's voice came. “Mr. Wolfe's residence." 

“Fritz, this is Harold Stevens. . . . No, no, Mr. Wolfe's guest, 
Harold Stevens. May I speak to Mr. Wolfe, please?" 


WI 

My first chance to check on Beulah's habit that we were sup- 
posed to cure her of, sitting with her shoulders slumped and then 
straightening up with a jerk, came at the dinner table after Fritz 
had served the broiled chicken and grilled sweet potatoes. It didn't 
look particularly noticeable to me, but of course I didn't have 
the same background for it as Dazy Perrit. It would have been a 
cinch to kid her out of it, I thought, if she hadn't just got herself 
engaged. A girl who has just collared her man is not likely to be 
in a frame of mind to be easily persuaded tliat anything about her 
needs ^correcting. 

Her man was, in my opinion, a pain in the neck. He seemed to 
be under the impression that he was already married, with accumu- 
lated burdens. The food may not have been red meat but there was 
nothing wrong with it, as there never is when it has Fritz's by- 
line, and the wines were some of the best in Wolfe's cellar, but 
he didn't loosen up once. Law students may think they have a 
lot on their minds, but my God, this was a celebration of his 
contract for happiness. I was doing my best to keep it gay and 


:C TROUBLE IN TRIPLICATE 

arefree because I v/as afraid that if the conversation turned seri- 
)us Beulah would ask me for a detailed account of the activities 
ind plans of the Dayton Community Health Center, and that 
night have floored me, with her probably up on the lingo. To my 
urprise, Wolfe helped out by hopping alb over the place, asking 
Beulah about her courses and other concerns, talking about him- 
;elf and cases he had handled, and even tr}ing to draw Schane 
)ut— he actually called him Morton, in a paternal tone-regarding 
lis philosophies and ambitions. 

don't really know anything,” Morton told him while Fritz 
vas passing the salad plates, 'except law. That's the worst of a 
jpecialized education, it leaves you comparatively ignorant in all 
ither fields. That is certainly regrettable.” 

"It is indeed.” Wolfe reached for the bowl of dressing. "But 
iiot as regrettable as their ignorance in their own field. I hope, 
Morton, that you are prepared to face the fact that very few 
people like lawyers. I don't. They are inveterate hedgers. They 
Lhink everything has two sides, which is nonsense. They are in- 
sufferable word-stretchers. I had a law7er draw up a tort for me 
once, a simple conveyance, and he made it eleven pages! Two 
would have done it. Have they taught you to draft torts?” 

Morton was too well mannered to take offense at his dinner 
host. "Naturally, sir, that's in the course. I tr}^ not to put in more 
words than necessary.” 

"Well, for heaven's sake, keep it brief, A little more dressing, 
Harold?” 

I nearly muffed that one because my mind was on something 
else. It wouldn't hurt, I thought, to make a delivery of some kind 
to Dazy Perrit, and in my opinion we had something to deliver. 
He certainly didn't know his daughter was engaged to be mar- 
ried, since it had just happened, and he would probably appre- 
ciate being told about it. I decided that as soon as we left the table 
I would excuse myself, go to my room two flights up, ring Wolfe 
on the house phone and get his okay, and then call Perrit from 
the extension in my room. 

That worked all right except for the little detail that I couldn't 
reach Perrit. I tried all five of the numbers he had given me, fol- 
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lowing instructions by saying it was Goodyear calling, and got 
nothing but not in. I left word everywhere for Perrit to call Good- 
year and went downstairs to join them in the office, where they 
were having coffee. 

Wolfe and Beulah were singing songs. At least it was as close to 
singing as I had ever seen him get. She was really pouring it out 
in words that were strangers to me, apparently songs she had 
mentioned at dinner that she had learned from a fellow student 
from Ecuador, and Wolfe was moving a finger to keep time and 
evidently humming. For him that was drunken revelry, and I 
would have merely sat and enjoyed it if I had had no worries. 
But it was past ten o'clock, and the situation called for my driv- 
ing them home, and I didn't want to miss Violet, who might beat 
the gun and arrive before eleven-thirty. So I stayed on my feet. 

It wasn't hard to get them out, because Morton was ready to go 
anyhow. Wolfe behaved like a gentleman, even getting out of his 
chair to say good night. I supposed that what was itching Morton 
v/as anxiety to get home and study, the wine and song having 
had no visible effect on him, but I was as wrong as I could be. 
Out at the curb, as I was opening the door of the convertible, he 
suddenly put his hand on my shoulder— more intimacy than I 
had thought him capable of in anything less than a year— and spoke. 

'Tou know, you're a swell guy, Stevens. That was a swell idea, 
you had. Now I've got one, and I don't think it's all the wine I 
drank. Or maybe it is, but so what? Whose car is this?" 

''Mr. Wolfe's. He's letting me use it." 

"But of course you have a driver's license?" 

• The damn lawyer. "Sure," I said, "I've got my license with me." 

"Then, since you wanted to help us celebrate, what do you 
think of this? You drive us down to Maryland, it will only take 
four hours, and we'll get married!" Pie turned to Beulah, who was 
there against him. "How's that for an idea?" 

She said promptly and emphatically, "It stinks." 

"What?" He was surprised. "Why?" 

"Because it does. I may not have any father or mother, or even 
aunts or uncles or cousins, but I don't have to sneak off to Mary- 
land in the dead of night to get a husband. I'm going to have 
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1 white things,. and sunshine if I get a break. Armvay, 
^ou had to study. ^Miat about that test?’' 
ell, I do have to study.” 

case it might compromise your standing as a future 
he Supreme Court to be seen riding through the streets 
phan, hve got an idea myself/' Beulah was on the lope, 
cake the subway, it will get you home to your work just 
nd Mr. Stevens and I v*'ill go somewhere and talk. Or 
^ and dance."/ She put a hand on my arm. '‘I feel guilt}’, 
IS, because we haven’t even mentioned your Communit}- 
nter. Couldn't we discuss that and dance at tlie same 

inute it looked as if I v/ould have to crawl from under, 
Dund a way. The law student filed objections, motions, 
and protestations, and if she had demanded a stipula- 
;irls with no parents shall be presumed to be descended 
s Caesar in direct line she w'ould probably hai^e got it. 
ith us all piling in the convertible and heading uptowm. 
e in the Seventies she mentioned health, and 1 side- 
by sa}ing Fd mail her some literature which W’Ould give 
dress to send a check to if she felt like it. All w^as serene 
cordial by the time we stopped at her address, where 
got out, and I declined an invitation to come up for a 
netliing, and rolled w-est toward Broadway. 

[ entered the office Wolfe was seated over by the filing 
idtli one of the drawers open, looking over plant germina- 
Is. I sat down at m.y desk and asked him, ‘'Did our client 
/ear?" 

lissing something. And he narrowdy missed already hav- 
in-law. Morton wanted me to drive them to Maryland 
. Tonight. She pretended that she prefers it another w-ay, 
al reason was tliat now* that she has met me she doesn't 
at all. She suggested, he should take the subw^ay and I 
:e her places. I’ll have to get out of it somehow*. -I can't 
explain to her that I don’t wunt Dazy Perrit for a father- 
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'Tfui. She's dumpy/' 

''Not so bad. Nothing that couldn't be adjusted." Yawning, I 
glanced at my wristwatch. It said eleven-fourteen. I glanced at the 
wall clock, a double-take habit I have been trying to get rid of for 
years, and it said the same. 

"I wish Perrit would call," I remarked. "If ‘we can toss him a 
few useful items we may get out of this alive. I admit the news 
that Beulah is engaged is nothing colossal, but at least it's fresh." 

"We have something for him better than that," Wolfe declared. 

I sent him a sharp glance because his tone had a smirk in it. 
"Oh? We have?" 

"Yes indeed." 

"Something happened while I was out?" 

"No. \Vliile you were here. In your presence. Ewdently you 
missed it." 

Like that he was unbearable. When he took that attitude I 
never tried to pry it out of him because (a) I didn't want to feed 
his vanity, and (b) I knew he had decided to keep it to himself. 
So I considered the conversation closed, turned to my desk, ele- 
vated the typewriter, and began banging out some routine letters. 
I was on tlie fiftli one when tlie doorbell rang. 

Wolfe shut the drawer of the cabinet, arose, and started for the 
only chair he really loved, the one behind his desk. 

"Call her Angelina," I told hini as I crossed to the hall. 'It'll 
upset her." 


VII 


Violet Angelina Sally sat in tlie red leather chair with one knee 
arranged over the other. Wolfe's gaze, under half-closed lids, was 
directed straight at her, and she was meeting’ it. They had been 
that way for full half a minute. Neither of them had spoken a word. 

"Like it?" Violet asked wdth a high-pitched laugh. 

"I was trjung to decide," Wolfe muttered, "whether to let you 
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ceep the twenty-four thousand, five hundred dollars you have got 
:rom Mr. Perrit or get that from you too. At least most of it.'' 

Violet let out a word. Ordinarily I try to report conversations 
vvithout editing, but well let that one go. Wolfe made a face. 
He never cares for coarse talk, but he can stand it better from men 
than from women. 

Judging from that word, Violet talked coarser than she looked. 
Of an entirely different design than Beulah, with a nice long flow 
to her body and a face whose only objectionable characteristics 
were acquired, she could easily have been made an attractive num- 
ber by a couple of months on the farm, with fresh eggs and milk 
and going to bed early. But it was obvious that she hadn't been on 
the farm. 

do not intend," Wolfe said testily, no longer muttering, ‘lo 
prolong this. Plere's the situation. You are getting money— having 
already got the sum I mentioned— from Mr. Perrit by threatening 
to disclose the existence of his daughter. That, of course, is black- 
mail—" _ 

you think silence gives consent," Violet put in, “you're crazy." 
Her voice was softer and better handled than might have been ex- 
pected from her opening word. 

“ril get along without the consent for the sake of tlie silence," 
Wolfe said dryly. “As_ I say, that's blackmail, but Pm not con- 
cerned vath the legal or criminal aspects. Your position is a little 
peculiar, which is often tire case with blackmailers. Should Mr. 
Perrit call your hand and should you make the disclosure, you lose 
your current, job and source of income. Also, since he would surely 
retaliate, the smallest misfortune you might expect would be a 
jail term in Utah. So, obviously, you are convinced tliat he won't 
call your hand. I agree that it's highly unlikely. He came to me 
today to get help. The job is to make you stop demanding money. 
I took the job." 

"I came down here," Violet said, “because my father told me to. 
I simply can't believe my ears! You say my father told you those 
lies? Holy Jesus, Dazy Perrit telling anyone I'm not his daughter! 
Now you tliink I believe tliat?" 

“I think you find it difficult to believe it, Miss Murphy. Nat- 
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urally. Because you calculated that Mr. Perrih desperately auxious 
to keep his daughter's identity secret, would under no circum- 
stances tell anyone that you are a counterfeit. But you misjudged 
his character. You didn't know, or didn't stop to consider, that his 
strongest feeling, stronger even than his feeling for his daughter, 
is his vanity. Indeed, his feeling for his daughter may be only one 
aspect of his vanity, but that's beside the point. He cannot, and 
will not, tolerate anyone's ascendancy over him. He can't stand it 
to have you diddle him." 

V/olfe shifted to get more comfortable. ''But he made the same 
mistake you did. Pie misjudged a man's character. Mine. You have 
demanded fifty thousand dollars from him. Plenceforth, Miss Mur- 
phy, whenever you get money from Mr. Perrit, above the hun- 
dred dollars a week he allows you, you will give me ninety per 
cent of it— that's nine-tentlis, ninety dollars from each hundred— 
within twenty-four hours from the moment you get it, or the Salt 
Lake City authorities will come and get you." 

Violet stared at him. She took a breath, stared some more, and 
gulped. "But you—" She stopped and stared some more. Then 
she broke out, "You goddam fool, you can't do that to Dazy! 
lie don't have to let you alone like he does me! All I have to do is 
tell him—" 

She cut it ofi and started staring again. Suddenly the stare 
changed, her whole face changed. "Aw, for the love of Christ," 
she said contemptuously. "You think I'm tliat dumb? Dazy thinks 
I'm that dumb? I give it to you and you hand it to him and he gets 
off cheap, wouldn't that be sweet. And he thought I would fall 
for that?" 

She uncrossed her knees and leaned fonvard. "Listen," she said 
earnestly. "I've got what it takes, see? You think it don't take guts 
to face up to Dazy Perrit and make him fork it over? Wait till I 
show you." She began unfastening her dress. "I was at the theater 
tonight, but you notice I'm wearing sleeves and I'll show you W'hy." 

She had the fastenings loose and. was wriggling it down from 
her shoulders. Down it came, revealing pink doings, and revealing 
also a bare arm which she extended. "What do you think of that?" 
she demanded. 
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was quite an exhibit. The black and purple blotches began 
' inches below the elbow and continued up to the shoulder 
Curious as to what he had done it with, I got up and stepped 
for a close-up, and she obligingly kept the arm up for me. I 
[n't tell; it might have been fingers or fists, or he might have 
something. 

hat's not all,” Violet said on a mixed note of pride and griev- 
'There's other places, but you'd have to pay to see them. 
I took it. I told him, listen, I said, if you hurt me enough, 

; think Til just go baby. You can't lock me up, you can't lock 
Dur daughter, can you? If you hurt me enough I'll spill it 
y wdiere it will do the most good and I'll clear out, and try 
ind me, you or anyone else. So you can let up, see?” 
s had the dress back over her shoulders and was starting to 
1 it. "He let up. I've got Dazy Perrit right, and I'm the only 
hat ever did that and lived to tell it. And now he thinks he 
;et most of it back through you with this lousy runaround!” 
)ronounced the word with wdiich she had declared her position 
^ start. 

olfe made another face. "But Miss Murphy.” His tone was 
/Ton'll have to think this through. Though my assurance 
Mr. Perrit and I didn't cook this up is W'brthless to you, I 
v'e that assurance. The point is that even if you are ninetjmine 
ent convinced that Mr. Perrit arranged for me to take this 
dare you risk tliat one per cent? ^^Trat if I'm acting on my 
hook? You would discover it too late. To me you're no asset 
unless you get money from Mr. Perrit and give most of it to 
’ have no stake in you; your fate is of no concern to me. If 
;et money from Mr. Perrit and don't give me my share, you'll 
know' What minute or where you'll feel the hand on your 
der.” 

wouldn't be tliere,” Violet said harshly, 

3lfe sighed. "You're not thinking straight. Certainly you'd 
ere. You'll have to be, if you go on chousing Mr. Pemt. In- 
tally, it wvill be useless for you to repeat this conversation to 
Naturally I have prepared for that and he won't believe a 
of it.” 
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'‘The hell he won't. He told you to say it." 

"No. He didn't." Wolfe pushed his chair back from the desk. 
"If you knew me better, Miss Murphy, you would believe me when 
I say that this is strictly my own idea. This is my own scheme, con- 
ceived and executed by me alone, and I expect to profit from 
it. So will you; I'm not trying to freeze you oiit. Mr. Perrit makes 
a lot of money. You can keep ten thousand out of every hundred 
thousand you get." 

Wolfe arose and walked past her to the door. There he turned, 
"A word of caution. Miss Murphy. Your natural impulse would be 
to get all you can and disappear. Mr. Perrit might possibly decide 
not to find you, for obvious reasons. I wouldn't. I would find you. 
I am fully as vain as Mr. Perrit. I will not be diddled." 

He went. 

Violet had not turned around to see him'out. She now sat with 
-her eyes on his chair as if he were still in it. A corner of her lips 
was screwed around and up. She didn't seem to be in anything 
like a panic, merely trying to think straight. Finally she turned the 
eyes to me and spoke, not as to an enemy: 

- "My God, he's fat." 

I nodded at her approvingly. "You're a brave little woman and 
I admire you. Luckily you don't have to toss in or boost the pot 
now and here. You've got time to sleep on it, which is a good idea. 
Shall I take you home and tuck you in?" 

She smiled at me and I grinned back. 

"You don't look like a grister," she said. "You look healthy and 
handsome." 

"Inside," I said, "I am clean but mean." I stood up. "I don't 
offer to drive you home because I noticed you've got your own 
car. But I can go along just for the air." 

She left her chair, crossed to me, put four fingertips carefully 
and precisely at the top of my forehead, and ran them back over 
and down my scalp, giving me a comb. 

"Air," she said. "Baby, do I need air!" 

"W e'll share it," I told her. "Ninety per cent for you and ten 
for me." 

I got my hat and topcoat from the hall, escorted her out, opened 
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the door of her coupe for her, and went around to the other side 
and climbed in. What I was actually after was not air, nor yet more 
haincombing, but insurance against bodily injur}^ I wasn’t con- 
demning Wolfe for not informing Dazy Perrit before pulling that 
on her, since he might have thought it up just before she came, 
or even after she came, but all the same I didn't care for the sketch 
as it now stood. If she bounced into the penthouse and blurted 
it out to Perrit, which she was certainly capable of, there was no 
way of telling how he might react. Common sense would have 
told him what Wolfe was up to, tr}dng to get nine out of ten to 
hand back to him, but the trouble was that there was nothing 
common .about a bird like Perrit, not even sense. Probably he 
didn't think there was an honest man on earth. So there I was in 
her coupe with her. 

She was a first-rate driver, fully half as good as me. As she slowed 
down for a red light at Fortieth Street I said, ''Miss Murphy, you're 
sunk." 

"Cut out tlie Murphy," she snapped. Then she reached to pat 
me on the knee. "J^st call me Angel Food." 

I didn't have much time, since the penthouse was on Seventy- 
eighth Street, not more than a few minutes away at that time 
of night, and I didn't really intend to go up with her and tuck 
her in. 

"I don't like angel food," I told her. "I'll call you Maple. De- 
light. But you're absolutely sunk if you trv^ to bull it through. I 
speak frankly because I admire you in more ways than one, and 
also because I enjoy life and don't care to leave it at this point. 
If you go on putting the bee on Perrit and don't give Wolfe his 
nine-tenths, you're through. Wolfe is a hyena, a vulture, and a 
jackal. If you do give Wolfe his nine-tenths, Perrit will find it out 
sooner or later, and then not only will Wolfe get it, w-hich might 
or might not be a calamity, but I am liable to get it too. Even if 
I m not as healthy and handsome as you thought I was there for 
a minute, I do have my skin on straight and I like it that way."‘ 

'‘Go on talking." She didn’t take her eves from her driving. "You 
haven't said anytliing yet, but your voice goes through me. I w'on't 
even want a drink." 
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We were at Fifty-first Street. I went on^ “So to show you how 
selfish I am, Fve got a suggestion. You haven't got a chance of 
cleaning up, not one in a million. You're squeezed in between 
Dazy Perrit and Nero Wolfe, and that's no set-up for a Sherman 
tank, let alone a lady. The big haul is out for good, and you might 
as well face it and show you've got brains as well as guts." 

I patted her thigh. “So take it, Maple Delight. First, you can 
keep the screw on Perrit, handing most of it over to Wolfe, but 
you'd be a sucker if you did. It wouldn't be wortli your measly 
percentage. Second, you can slide out and away, and my opinion 
is no good on that because I don't know how hard you'd find it 
to make a living. Of course you'd have to travel, which would be 
a disadvantage if you like New York. Third, and this is my sug- 
gestion, you can tell Perrit— or I'll do it if you want me to— that 
the gyp is out, you are merely his loving and obedient daughter, 
but it would be nice to have the weekly handout stepped up to 
three centuries instead of one." 

She sent me a sharp glance and. back again to her driving. I some- 
how gathered that I was doing fine. 

“Wolfe would get no cut," I said firmly. “I doubt if he would 
even expect it, and anyhow you can leave that to me. I have— a 
way of bringing pressure. Almost certainly Perrit would settle for 
tliat and no hard feelings. As for you, you don't have to be a damn 
pig. That would be fifteen thousand, six hundred bucks a year, 
no income tax, and I suppose Perrit pays the household expenses, 
including such items as this car. Six hundred dollars more than a 
United States Senator gets!' You could stay in New York, with no 
thought of Utah or any other desert, not to mention confined 
spaces, enjoy your friends, sleep as late as you want, visit the mu- 
seums and art galleries — what the hell, what if two hundred is as 
high as he'll go? That's twice what a plumber makes! Usually I 
hate to be driven by a woman, but you're good. I thought you 
would be. You're very good." 

“I can turn corners and back up," she admitted, “Yeah, art gal- 
leries. Are you comic?" 

We had made it crosstov/n ■ and were going north on Fifth 
Avenue, in the Sixties. “Someday," I said, “you must drive me up 
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to that roadhouse Penit owns in Westchester. I just- tossed in 
tlie art galleries. Forget it. One thing, if my suggestion strikes you 
at all and you want to think it over, for God's sake, don't mention 
Wolfe's double-cross to Perrit. Not till you're sure what you want. 
That would start fireworks that nobody could stop." 

''It would?" She was scornful. "Or it wouldn't." 

"If you still think Perrit and Wolfe framed it you're batty. You 
don't know Wolfe." 

"I know Dazy Perrit." She turned east on Seventy-eighth Street, 
"But not Wolfe," I insisted. "The first chance I get I'll explain 
him to you. It's not only his fat that keeps you from seeing through 
him. Perrit has met his match twice, first you and now Wolfe." 

She pulled up at tire curb, on the right, by an awning, and I 
hopped out and held the door open for her, but she emerged on 
her own side and came around. 

She put a hand on my arm. "We'll leave the car here. Later I'll 
come down and drive you home." 

For the second time that night I was given the job of crawling 
from under, and this time there was no Morton to give me an 
assist. I resisted, politely, tlie pull on my arm and started arranging 
words, but the words never got spoken. At that instant the ques- 
tion became not whether those words would get spoken, but 
whether any more words at all would ever get spoken— by me. A 
car had turned into the street from Fifth Avenue, tearing along 
in second gear, and slowed down, nearly to a stop, just behind 
Violet's coup6, I was aware of it only from noises because my back 
was to it. When Violet's hold on my arm tightened and her face 
went stiff and she jerked to the left and tight against me, L re- 
acted fast by whirling around, and the force of my whirl, with her 
holding my arm, yanked her to one side. The bullets were coming 
by then. With his gun poked through the open window, the guy 
in the car had a range of not more than twenty feet. 

I think the first bullet got her. Anyhovv^, the shots came so fast 
together tliat that was a minor point. As she went down I went 
down with her, both because of her drag on my arm, which she 
held on to, and because my reflexes decided that standing up 
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was a bad idea under the circumstances. Then other reflexes took 
a hand, and I rolled to the curb and was kneeling behind Violet's 
coupe, with the gun from my coat-pocket in my hand, aiming it 
at the other car, which was on the move again, thirty yards toward 
Madison Avenue and going fast. I pulled the trigger until the 
gun was empty. The car was going faster as it crossed Madison. 

I was upright by then and I turned to Violet. She was on her 
hands and knees, trying to get up. As I moved to her she crumpled. 
I knelt down for a look and saw that 'one bullet had torn through 
her cheek, but obviously there were others. 

I told her, ''Quit moving, kid. Quiet.” Then I said, though you 
won't believe it and I find it hard to believe myself, "Angel Food.” 

She quit moving soon enough. "Uh— uh — ” she said. She was 
gasping, and in between gasps sucking in breath with a hiss. She 
was trying to talk, "It's—uh — uh — shame,” she got out. Her chin 
came up and she screamed at me, "Shame!” Then she gave up 
and flopped. . 

I raised up for a glance around. Windows were opening and 
voices came, and someone was running my way down the side- 
walk from Fifth Avenue. The door of the apartment house at 
the other end of the awning opened, and a man in uniform came 
out and toward me, a doorman or elevator man. I saw that the one 
coming down the sidewalk was a cop, so I got upright, called out, 
"Doctor!” and dived into the apartment house. The lobby was 
empty, and so was the elevator, with its door standing open. I 
found the switchboard, plugged in, pushed a button, and dialed 
a number, trying to remember if I had left it connected to the ex- 
tension in V/olfe's room, which T certainly should have done 
from force of habit. 

I had. Finally his voice came. "Nero Wolfe speaking.” 

"Archie. I took her home. We were standing on the sidev/alk in 
front of the apartment house on Seventy-eighth Street. A guy 
capie along in a car and started shooting, and then got away. She is 
dead. Tell Fritz—” 

"Are you hurt?” 

"I'll tell the world I'm hurt, but not with bullets. That bastard 



UJ 


TROUBLE IN TRIPLICATE 

Perrit decided to get her and to use us for proof of something, and 
you can figure out what while I spend the night as a quiz kid. Tell 

Fritz — ” ^ 

A voice came at me from behind. Get offa that pnone! Now! 


■ : , ¥III 

Lieutenant Rowcliff of Homicide was one of the reasons why 
I doubted if the world would ever reach the point of universal 
brotherhood. It didn’t seem feasible as long as opinions were still 
loose like mine of Rowcliff. 

At ten minutes to three in the morning, in a torture chamber 
at the 19th Precinct on East Sixty-seventh Street, where he had 
established emergency headquarters, Rowcliff said to me. Very 
well.” He never used vulgar expressions like okay. “Very well, we’ll 
lock you up.”, 

I was yawning and had to wait till it was finished before answer- 
ing him. Then I remarked, “You’ve said that four times. I doij’t 
like the idea, and neither will Mr. Wolfe or his lawyer, but I 
prefer it to more of this. Proceed.” 

He merely sat and scowled at me, but no vulgar scowl, a Row- 
. cliff scowl. 

“Let me summarize it,” I offered. “Dazy Perrit came to see Mr. 
Wolfe, to consult him. If I had information for you on that, which 
1 haven’t, it would be only’ secondhand. Tire place for you to get 

that is from Mr. Wolfe.” . 

“I have told you,” Rowcliff said coldly, “tliat I have sent a man 
to 'see Wolfe, twice, two men, and they were not allowed to enter. 
The door' is bolted, as usual. That man Brenner talked through a 
crack and said that Wolfe was asleep and he wouldn’t disturb him. 
lliat is the impudent and arrogant attitude to be expected.” 

“Try him after breakfast,” I suggested. “Say, eleven o'clock.’’ I 
was pleased to leam that my undelivered message to Fritz had not 
been necessaiy. “Of course I won’t be tliere to let you in if I’m in 
a cell. Tlien, at eleven-forty, tiventy minutes before midnight, 
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Perrit's daughter arrived, apparently to consult Mr. V/olfe about 
the same thing as her father. You can get that from Mr. Wolfe too. 
Wlien they were through I escorted Miss Perrit home, with her 
driving her car. We arrived about twelve-thirty. I glanced at both 
my v/ristwatch and the dash clock at Columbus Circle, and it was 
twelye-twenty-six. We were standing—"' 

“That's all down?" 

“Okay, and so is this. The man in the car had a handkerchief 
tied — ” 

“How do you know it was a handkerchief?" 

“Oh, my God, we're off again. Something white then, possibly 
torn from his shirt tail, which is why I wouldn't know him from 
Adam, because most of his face was behind it. I don't know whether 
he was after her or me or both, though I admit it was her he hit. 
There was a license plate on the car but I couldn't make it out, 
or didn't, which is unimportant since I understand it was hot, hav- 
ing been liberated less than a mile away an hour or so earlier. And 
found less than six blocks away, near the Eighty-sixth Street sub- 
way station. I would like to know if any of my bullets—" - 

“Where's' Dazy Eerrit?" • 

“You mean now?" 

“Now." 

“I have no idea." 

“Is he holed up in Wolfe's house?" . 

“Good lord, no. It makes my teeth chatter just to think of it." 

“Did your teeth chatter yesterday, when he was there arranging 
things with V/olfe?" 

“Looky, Lieutenant," I said grimly. “It will soon be dawn. I've 
told it over and over, all I know. I am now going to clam up. I knev/ 
a man once .who insisted on hunting ducks with a shotgun with 
a recoil tliat knocked him flat on his prat every time he pulled 
the trigger. He seemed to love it. In a way you remind me of him. 
You know damn well the man to tell you what Perrit and his 
daughter wanted is Mr. Wolfe. You know damn well I can't tell 
you. You also know that if you hold me Mr. Wolfe will resent it 
and you won't be able to depend on a thing he says. What do you 
want to do, get in another jab in a private feud or solve a murder? 
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I warn you Fni going to take a nap^ either in a chair, on a cot, or 

home in bed/' 

''Get out of here,” Rowcliff commanded. “Go on, get. 

He pushed a button and passed tlie word, and a minute later I 
was on the sidewalk. What had restrained Rowcliff, I was well 
aware, was nothing said by me, but his uncertainty regarding the 
amount of co-operation his superior officer, Inspector Cramer, 
would be wanting from Wolfe. 

Anyhow, as I voted against trying to flush a taxi and headed for 
the subway, it wasn't Rowcliff I was concentrating on, it was Dazy 
Perrit I had come within an ace of spilling it to Rowcliff to give 
the cops a good start, but knew that wouldnt do before seeing 
Wolfe. I also, on my way home to Wolfe's house, did some useless 
wondering, like wondering if it was the face named Archie who had 
done tire job. 

But mostly I was trying to add it up, and couldn't even begin. 
The starting point was this, that Perrit had decided to erase Violet 
without delay. That much was a cinch. But what was the big idea 
of dragging Wolfe in, not to. mention me? How could lie. use the 
Wolfe part as a cover, either for the police or for anyone else, with- 
out letting it out that Violet was a phony? And wasn't that -sup- 
posed to be the one tiling he didn't want? The reason I particularly 
wanted those and other questions answered was because I had a 
certain idea. I am mo one-man pestilence; the only times I have 
..shot people it has been purely ad lib, to meet an urgent contin- 
gency; but I had decided I would have to shoot Dazy Perrit. It 
wasn't merely, a hangover from my sensations as I had stood with 
Violet gripping my arm, watching that gun blaze away at us; it was 
a realization of where Wolfe and I were sitting and would go on 
sitting; The risks we took in the cases we worked on, that was all 
right, that was just part of it. But to be tangled up with tlie inside 
affairs of the Perrits and Meekers wasn t taking a risk, it was simply 
checking, out, with the date of departure the only thing still to be 

settled. / w ^ 

So as I transferred to the shuttle at Grand Central I was going 

to shoot Perrit the first chance I :got. Four minu^^^^ later, when 1 
was transferring again, at Times Square, shooting Perrit was obvi- 



ously the very worst thing I could do. In another four minutes, as 
I emerged onto Thirty-fourth Street, anything and everything was 
the worst thing I could do. ‘As I felt then, the guy I really 
wanted to shoot was Wolfe, for having opened that window and 
)^eiled to me to bring Perrit in, in a frantic snatch at a pork chop. 
Turning up Ninth Avenue to Thirty-fifth and then west again, I 
let tlie brain float. I was getting close to bed and having a letdown, 
after all the excitement, followed by two hours of tight feelings at 
the precinct station witli the city employees. 

As I ^neared our stoop I changed my mind again about going to 
Wolfe's room for a bedside chat. It could wait' till morning. I was 
getting some satisfaction out of that as I lifted my foot for the first 
step up to our door, and theii instantaneously the satisfaction was 
gone. What chased it was two men. They came out of the dark 
corner behind the stone wall of the stoop, and there they were, 
close enough to touch. - ' 

The one on the right was the face named Archie, The one on the 
left, and a little back, was Dazy Perrit. The face had a gun show- 
ing, in his hand. PerriPs hands were in his coat-pockets. My. guns 
hadn't been taken from me, since I had tickets for them, but the 
one in my coat-pocket wasn't loaded, and my armpit holster might 
as well have been up in Yonkers, since my topcoat was buttoned. 

''I want to ask you about tonight," Perrit said. ''My car's around 
the corner on Eleventh Avenue. Go ahead. We'll come behind.". 

“We can talk here," I told him. 'Tve often talked to people 
here." This was certainly my chance to shoot him,, a perfect set-up 
for self-defense, but I postponed it. “What do you v/ant to ask me?" 

“Get going," he said, in a tone a little different. 

It was a- cockeyed situation. If I refused to budge I didn't think 
they would drill me, because that would have been silly. If that 
was whaf they had in mind they wouldn't have started conversing. 
If I went up the stoop and put the key in the door T still didn't 
think they would drill me, but there were two objections to it. First, 
they might start operations short of drilling and one thing leads to 
another; and second, the door was bolted on the inside and I would 
, have to rouse Fritz. Not to mention, third, that with Fritz roused 
and the door open they .would probably decide to come in for a visit, 
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I decided to stand pat. “I like it-’’ I started, and stopped, hearing 
the sound of a car coming. I turned my head to look, because the 
sound of a car coming got on my nerves after my recent experience 
with it, and also because it might be a police car if Rowcliff had 
decided not to wait till eleven o’clock for another try at Wolfe. But 
it was only a taxicab. They often came through there late at night, 
on their way to the nest, a company garage around the corner. 

I turned back to them. “I like it here. Even if I had ideas, which 
I haven’t, my gun’s empty, so relax. I emptied it—” 

I didn’t duck or dive, I just dropped, flat on the sidewalk, and 
started rolling. I was thinking I mustn’t bang my head against the 
stone of the stoop. This time I didn’t see the man in the taxicab 
at all, even enough of a glimpse to see if he had something 
white over his face. I was moving too fast, rolling to get around the 
corner. I had, as I remember it, no sign of an impulse to reach for 
my gun. If I thought at all I suppose I was thinking that if a man 
in a taxicab wanted to make holes in Perrit and the face it was 
nothing to me. I had, and have, no notion what they were doing, 
but later examination showed that some of the noise I heard was 
made by them, using their own ammunition. 

That noise .stopped. The noise of the taxi moving from the scene 
tapered off. I stuck my head around the corner of the stoop, saw a 
form as flat as mine had been and much quieter, and scrambled to 
my feet. There v/ere two forms, the other one around the other cor- 
ner of the stoop, and it was twitching a little. I saw it still had a gun 
in its hand, so I stepped over and kicked it out and away. I knelt, 
first to one and then to the other, for a brief inspection, and, finding 
it likely that no one would ever again consider it dangerous to turn 
his back on them, mounted the stoop to the front door and pushed 
the button for Fritz, my private rings. But the rings weren t needed. 
Before my finger left tire button tire door opened for the crack of 
two inches allowed by the chain of the bolt and a voice came 
through. . , 

“Archie?” 

“Me, Fritz. Open—” 

“Do you need help?” 

“I need help to get in. Open up.” 
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He slid the bolt and I pushed and entered. 

“Did you kill somebody?” he inquired. 

Wolfe's bellow sounded from the hall one flight up. “Archie! 
What the devil is it now?” 

His tone implied that I owed him apologies, past due, for inter- 
fering with his sleep. 

“Corpses on the sidewalk in front, and it might have been me!” 
I called to him. bitterly, and went to the office and dialed Rhine- 
lander 4'14457 the 19th Precinct Station House. 



So Rowcliff didn't have to wait until eleven o'clock for a go at 
Wolfe, after all. Very few performances were beyond the range of 
Wolfe's special strain of, gall, but keeping himself inaccessible with 
Dazy Perrit and a hired man shot down in front of his house while 
chatting with me would really have been out of bounds. 

At four-five a.m. he received Rowcliff and a sergeant in his bed- 
room. I missed that interview because I was occupied at the time, 
in the office with a committee of the squad, by request. I learned 
later that Wolfe gave them a peep under the lid but by no means 
removed it. He told them that Perrit had said he was being black- 
mailed by his daughter and wanted him to invent a way to make 
her stop, that he, Wolfe, had accepted the job, that the daughtei 
had come to the office at Perrit's command, and that he, Wolfe, had 
threatened to inform the- police of Salt Lake City, where she was 
wanted, if she didn't behave herself. The other items he kept, such 
as Violet being a phony and the kind of lever she was using to hisi 
her father. He left Beulah out entirely. I learned this later, and 
didn't know then how far he was going, so down in the office . with 
the committee I backed away from everything but the outdooi 
facts, adding nothing to my popularity but not really endangering 
my health. 

The understanding had been that a specified number could ente 
for conversations with Wolfe and me, but that the house was no' 
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to be used for a command posb so the turmoil out fronts complete 
with spotlights, was not allowed to spill over the sill, and Fritz was 
standing by. I was taken out twice, first to go all over it on the spot, 
and the second time to try to catch me in contradictions, but no 
one ever even suggested that I should go for a ride. From the way 
they acted it wasn't hard to tell why: they were sorry for me. I 
hadn't had time to analyze the situation enough to realize how 
awful right they were. 

That went on long after daylight was showing, until the sun was 
entering at the window beyond Wolfe's desk. As soon as they were 
all gone, including Rowcliff and the sergeant from VFolfe's room, 
Fritz went to the kitchen and. started breakfast. I mounted one 
flight, knocked on the door, was told to enter, and did so. Wolfe, in 
yellow silk pajamas and yellow slippers with turned-up toes, was 
coming out of the bathroom. 

^Well," I began, “I hope to God~" 

The phone rang. Whenever I left the office I plugged in exten- 
sions. Wolfe's instrument, on his bedside table, was bright yellow 
and I didn't like it. I crossed over and got it and told the trans- 
mitter, ''Nero Wolfe's office." 

"Archie? Saul. I want the boss." ' 

I told Wolfe, "Saul Panzer." 

Fie nodded, approaching. "Good. Go up to your room and look 
at your face. It needs washing." - 

"So would yours if you had spent the night rolling around on 
sidewalks. You mean you have private business with Saul? Have 
you got him working on something? 

"Certainly. Mr. Perrit's job." 

"Since when?" 

"I phoned him last evening while you were taking Miss Page 
home. Go and wash your face." 

I went. Usually I resented it when Wolfe froze me out of opera- 
tions with one of the men he used, but now I was too played out 
to bother, and besides, Saul was different. It was hard to resent 
anything about a guy as good as Saul Panzer. At the mirror in my 
bathroom I saw that there was no question about my face, so I 
attended to it, deciding to postpone shaving until after breakfast, 



and then went back down one flight to Wolfe’s room. He had fin- 
ished his private talk with Saul and was sitting, in his underwear, 
putting on his socks. : 

“What do you want to discuss?” Tasked him. 

“Nothing.” 

I stared indignantly. “Well, by God.” 

He grunted. “At the moment there is nothing to discuss. You’re 
out of it, I told Mr. Rowcliff that I engaged to make Mr. Perrit’s 
daughter stop blackmailing him, and that I threatened her with 
exposure to the police, and that’s all. He’s an imbecile. He in- 
timated that I am liable to prosecution for attempting to blackmail 
the daughter.” Wolfe straightened up. “By the way. I suppose it 
would be futile to call that number, Lincoln six-three two three 
tw^o, now that Mr. Perrit is dead?” ' . 

“I’m out of it,” I said through iny teeth and went down to the 
kitchen for breakfast. Out of it! Look who was calling Rowcliff 
an imbecile! I even forgot to taste the first three pancakes as they 
went down.. 

. My breakfast was interrupted four times by phone calls. Of 
course that would go on all day. Only one of the four, the last 
one, required reporting to Wolfe, which suited me fine, since I 
wished to keep communication with him ^it the lowest possible 
minimum. By that time he had finished breakfast and gone up to 
the plant rooms, so I gave him a buzz on the house phone. 

“A man called,” I told him, “and said his name is L. A. Schwart2 
and he’s Dazy Perrit’s lawyer. He wanted to come to see you imme* 
diately. I told him eleven o’clock. I have his number. If you regard 
him as out of it too, I can ring him and tell him not to come.” , 

“Eleven wilT do,”' Wolfe said. “Did you try that Lincoln num 
her? Mr. Perrit said between seven and ten.” 

/ “No,” I said and hung up. 

For the next hour and three-quarters my main job would havt 
been to stay awake if it hadn’t been for the phone. Stalling journal 
ists had got to be routine with me over the years, but it took tim< 
to handle it so they wouldn’t get down on us. One of the calls wa 
a sample of what might be expected from life from then on as Ion 
as it lasted. A guy with a hoarse voice, so hoarse I wished he woul' 
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take time ont to clear his tliroah said lie was' a friend of Tjhzj 
Perrif s and he would like to ask me a couple of questions, and 
' would I meet him at the Seven-Eleven Club some time that after- 
,noon? I told him I was tied up at the omce but if he would give 
me his name and num.ber I would ring him if I found I could make 
it. He said he didn't know where he would be, so skip it and he 
would try again. Then he said, 'It was too bad you wasn't tied up, 
at the oSce last night” and hung up. 

Another call came from Saul Panzer just before eleven. I put it 
through to Wolfe and was instructed to stay off the line, an in- 
struction I didn't need since I was out of it. Before they were 
dirough talking die doorbell rang again, for about tlie tenth time 
since tlie cops had left and diis time it was not a gate-crasher to 
be shooed off but a customer with a resewed seat, I allovved L. A, 
Schwartz to enter, told him Wolfe would soon appear, and herded 
him to die omce and to a chair. 

I W'Ouldn't have picked him, for Dazy Perrit' s lawyer. For one 
thing, he wore old-fashioned nose-pinchers for glasses, which didn't 
seem to be the diing. He was sixty, skinny, and silent. I diought I 
might keep myself awake anodier five minutes by striking up a 
conversation, but I got a total of not more than ten words out of 
him. He sat with his brief case on his lap and every thirri/ seconds 
palled at die lobe of his right ear. I had abandoned him by die 
time die sound of Wolfe's elevator came. 

On his way across to his desk Wolfe halted to acknowledge die 
introduction, made by me in. spite of being out. of it, purely for the 
sake of appearances. Then he went tO' his chair, sat and got liim- 
self adjusted, leaned back, and took in the visitor widi half-closed 
eyes. 

“Well, sir?” he asked. 

Schwartz blinked against die light from die window. “I must 
apologize,” he said,, “for being argent about tiiis appointmen-L but 
I felt there should be no delay.” He sounded formal. “1 gathered 
from Mr. Perrit last evenmg diat you had not explicitly given your 
assent, and dierefore — ” 

“May 1 ask, assent to what?” 

i o your appomtmenr, in his will, as executor of his estate and 
m effect the guardian of his daughter. Did you?” 
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''Utterly'' —Wolfe v.dggled a finger at him— '‘preposterous;" 

"I v/as afraid of that/' Schwartz said regretfully* ‘‘It will com' 
plicate matters. Fm afraid ifs partly my fault drafting the docu- 
ments in such haste. There is a question vd^ether the fift; thousand 
dollars provided for that purpose will go to the executor if the 
executor is not you but someone appointed by a court." 

Wolfe grunted. His eyes opened and then half closed again. 
"Tell me about it" he said. 


Schwnrtz opened the nap of his brief case^ then let it drop back 
again^ and kept it on his lap. 

"In the past/' he said, "i have attended to a few little matters 
for Mr. Penit of a purely legal nature, I know law, but on account 
of my temperament I am not a successful lawyer. Last evening he 
came to my home— a modest little apartment on Feirf Street— he 
has never been to my omce— and asked me to draw up some papers 
at once, in bis presence. Luckily I have a tj'pevvriter at home but it 
isn't very good and you'll have to overlook typographical deficien- 
cies. It took a long while because I am not fast on a b/'pewiiter, 
and also because of the special conditions to be covered. IPs a diS- 
cult business, extremely difficult, to convey piopeit;/ by testament 
to a daughter without naming her and indeed \vithout idenrifying 
her in any way," 

The lawyer blinked. "I should tell you right off that there wTl be 
no problems of administration. The properb/ consists exclusively 
or government bonds and cash in banks, a little over a million 
dollars. In that respect there are no intricacies. All other propery 
owned by Mr. Perrit, including his interest in various enterprises. 
goes to others— his associates— in another documenL Your func- 
tions are limited strictly to the legacjv to his daughter. There are 
only rivo other provisions in the docuinent under consideration : 
Exxj thousand dollars to 3/oa as executor, and the same amount 
to me. The witnesses to it were a man who owms a delicatessen 
and a young woman wdio runs a rental library, both of whom, are 
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known to me. I liave the original in my possession. Mr. Pernt took 
a copy,'" 

Wolfe lifted a hand. “Let me see it/' 

Schwartz blinked again. “In a moment, yes, sir. I should explain 
that the large sum left to me was not to compensate me for draw- 
ing up some papers. It was Mr. Perrit's way of insuring my perform- 
ance of an act mentioned nowhere in writing, but only orally. I 
drafted another document of which no copy was made. It was put 
into an envelope along with other sheets of paper on which Mr. 
Perrit had written something, I don't know what, and the envelope 
was sealed with wax. I was given the function and the responsibility, 
in the event of Mr. Perrit's death, of delivering the envelope to 
you personally at the earliest possible moment, together with the 
information, already delivered, regarding the will. I would put it 
this way: of the fifty thousand dollars left to me, one hundred 
dollars was for drafting the documents, another , hundred was for 
making the delivery to you—reasonable sums— and the remainder 
was to pay me for not opening the envelope and examining its con- 
tents. He misjudged me entirely. One-tenth that amount, even one- 
fiftieth, would have been enough." . 

. He opened his brief case, took out folded papers, and put them 
on Wolfe's desk. “That's the will, which I must take with me for 
probate." He produced a bulky envelope with red blotches of wax 
and put it beside the papers. “That's the envelope." 

He sat back and pulled at his ear. 

Wolfe reached for the envelope and papers. First he went 
tlirough the will, thoroughly — he is never a fast reader — then 
handed it to me and slit the envelope with his paper knife. As he 
finished with a page of the contents of the envelope he slid it 
across to my reach; apparently I was back in again. I read faster than 
he does, so I was only a couple of minutes behind him at the end. 

Tire will was certainly involved. It was hard for me to tell whether 
the cash and bonds were left to Nero Wolfe or to the unnamed and 
unidentified “my daughter," but I'm not a lawyer and I suppose 
it was legally hers, though it seemed to me to leave room for a lot 
of antics by him if his mind worked that way. The other document 
drawn up by Schwartz, the one in the envelope, was very technical. 
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It contained a long list of bonds and balances in banks, and its 
chief purpose seemed to be to make them available to Wolfe if, as, 
and when he felt like taking. them over. In places it sounded like a 
power of attorney, and in other places like blessings and absolu- 
tion for Wolfe no matter what he did. If Dazy Perrit had sat 
around while Schwartz composed all that and tj'ped it out, one of 
the problems the police were working on— how and where Perrit 
had spent the hours preceding his death— was certainly solved. 

But he hadn't merely sat. He had done some composing too, 
namely, the papers he had written on himself and put in the en- 
velope. I read that last and slowest. It began: 

391 Perry St,. 

N.Y. City, 

Oct. 7, 

1946, 

9.42 Pm. 

Mr. Nero Wolfe, Esq, 

909 W. 35 St, N.Y. City, 

Dear sir. If this is a wrong one Fm pulling its the worst 
mistake I ever made but I think I can count on you after 
seeing you today and sizing you up. I don't think I'm going to 
die but what if I do thats my problem my daughter has got to - 
be protected I mean she has got to get what belongs to her 
and thats my problem. 

There was a line and a half crossed out and then he went on. 
I have it in front of me now, but it covers seven pages and v/hat the 
hell. All it amounted to was this, that the fifty thousand bucks was 
to pay Wolfe for seeing that Beulah got the cash and bonds, for 
keeping it all under his hat, and for using his best judgment as to 
how much Beulah should ever be told, and, if so, when. Then 
there were a lot of facts, about who the mother was and so on, and 
dates, and the last two pages might have been classed as philosophy. 
Dazy Perrit's philosophy. The two other papers in the envelope 
were a marriage certificate, dated St. Louis, September 4, 1924, and 
a birth certificate, dated July 26, 1925. 

I folded things up again and stuck them in the envelope. 

'Tut it in the safe," Wolfe said. 
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I did so. 

Schwartz quit pulling at his ear and began talking. 'There might 
be some reluctance about handling money accumulated by the 
methods used by Mr. Perrit. But it would be a great responsibility 
to deprive a young woman— 'V 

He stopped because Wolfe was waving it away with a finger. 
"Bah/' Wolfe said. "If an oil marauder or a steel bandit gets 
respect for -his wishes regarding the disposal of his loot, why 
shouldn't Mr. Perrit?" 

"Then you accept the— ah— office?" 

"Ido." 

Instead of looking relieved and satisfied, the lawyer frowned. 
"In tliat case, I have a question. With the daughter dead, how do 
you propose to perform the functions of your office?" 

"That, sir, is my affair. I don't—" Wolfe stopped himself, cock- 
ing an eye. "No. I'm wrong. Since Mr. Perrit trusted you he would 
expect me to give you this much satisfaction: the daughter is not 
dead. Beyond that Mr. Perrit left it to me, and so will you." 

"I see." Schwartz blinked. "I hope you'll forgive me if I mention 
another detail. My personal interest is concerned, because fifty 
thousand dollars is for me an extremely large sum, and if I don't 
get it through you I may not get it at all. I understand that your 
assistant— this gentleman here— was present when Miss Perrit was 
killed, and was also present when Mr. Perrit and his companion 
were killed, and that he, your assistant, was not injured. I do not 
know whether you fully realize the inferences that will be drawn 
and the consequences that may reasonably be expected. Those in-^ 
ferences will be greatly strengthened when tliis will" — he tapped 
a finger on his brief case, to which the will had been returned— 
"is probated and becomes public knowledge, as the law requires. 
With over a million dollars entrusted to your hands and you ac- 
countable to no one. Mr. Perrit's associates will inevitably draw 
those inferences, which will seem obvious to them, and they— " 

The phone rang, and I took it. It was tlie hoarse man who had 
previously invited me to meet him at the Seven-Eleven Club, and 
le still hadn't found time to clear his throat. Tliis time he wanted 
Wolfe, and Wolfe, after I had covered the transmitter and told 
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him about the previous call, got on. I stayed on too, as I always do 
when not told to get off, but Til only report one end. 

''Nero Wolfe speaking. . . . Your name, please? . . . Fm sorry, 
sir, I never speak to people without a name; I must have your name. 

. . . F-A-B-I-A-N? . . . Thank you. Hold the line a moment, 
please."' 

Wolfe asked Schwartz, "Have you ever heard of a man named 
Fabian?” 

"Yes.” Schwartz was frowning and all his fingers were gripping 
the edge of his brief case. 

"So have I,” I said emphatically. 

"Yes, Mr. Fabian, what is it? ... I see. I never make appoint- 
ments outside my house. . . . No, no indeed, I assure you Fm not 
frightened at all. ... Yes, I realize that, but I seldom go out. ... 
Well, I have a suggestion. Why don't you come to my office, say 
at two o'clock today? . . . Good. . . . That's right. You have^the 
address? . , . Good.” - 

He hung up. I did likewise, with a vicious bang. 

Schwartz said, in a different tone from any he had used, "I was 
about to say when the phone rang that Mr. Perrit's associates are 
men of action. To put it baldly, they will kill both you and your 
assistant the first chance they get. I was about to suggest certain 
precautions. Frankly, as I said, my personal interest is concerned. 
The best way — ” 

"Mr. Fabian says he wants to ask me something.” 

"But great heavensl” Schwartz was looking green. "He's the most 
notorious— to invite him— to let him in—” 

“If he is really dangerous,” Wolfe said stiffly, "and if he has 
drawn the sort of inferences you fear, my own office is the only safe 
place to meet him. This business has to be settled sooner—” 

The phone rang again. I reached for it, told it, "Nero Wolfe's 
office, Archie Goodwin speaking,” and got a shock in my ear in the 
shape of an agitated voice declaring loud enough to be heard out 
in the kitchen, "You said your name was Harold Stevens!” 

I said sharply, "Hold it a second. Stay on,” and turned to Wolfe 
and told him in a bored tone, "It's the friend of that law student. 
May go on for an hour. Shall I go upstairs and take it?” 
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“Yes. We might as well get it over with. She can come any time. 
Arrange it properly.” 

I never bothered with the elevator, and anyhow, up three steps 
at a time was quicker. Up in my room, with the door shut, I didn't 
take time to make myself comfortable in a chair, but grabbed the 
phone and told it, “Sorry to keep you waiting, but there were 
people around and I came upstairs. What's the trouble?” 

“You said your name was Stevens!” 

“Yeah. Of all the millions of details in the world, one of the 
most unimportant right now is my name. My name is mud. Stevens 
or Goodwin, mud.” 

“It's important to me.” * 

“Thank you very much. Is that what you called to say?” 

“No, it isn't. I want to know about the man tliat got killed and 
how you happened—” 

“Wait a minute. Collect yourself and start at the beginning. 
W^iat have you seen, heard, and done?” 

“I've seen pictures, just now in the Gazette. One is of a man 
named Dazy Perrit, and I know him— I don't really know him well, 
but I know him in a certain way, and he has been killed, and for 
a certain reason that's bad news for me. Another picture is of you, 
it's a very good likeness, and it says your name is Archie Goodwin 
and you work for Nero Wolfe— it calls you his legman— and it says 
you were with Dazy Perrit when he was killed. So I want to 
know— ' 

“Excuse me,” I cut her off, “but the kind of things you want 
to know are not a good kind for a telephone. I would like to come 
up there for a talk but I have things to do. Why don't you hop on 
the subway and com.e down here? Will you do that?” 

“I certainly will! nr be there— ” 

“Excuse me again. The sidewalk in front of our house is the scene 
of two murders and therefore temporarily conspicuous. Get this. 
From Thirty-fourth Street and Eleventh Avenue go east on Thirty- 
fourth Street. It's ninety-two paces for me, so it will be about a 
hundred and twenty for you. At that point there is a narrow passage 
betv/een two buildings— a loading platform on the left of it and a 
wholesale paper products place on the right. Go in along the pas- 
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sageway and Fll meet you at the far end of it and let you in at our 
back door. Have you got it?'' 

''Certainly. It ought to take me about half an hour." 

"Okay. I'll be there, but if I'm not, wait for me." 

"All right. Tell me just one thing, was Dazy Perrit's daughter—" 

I told her nothing doing and ended it. A glance at my wrist- 
watch, on the fly as I headed for the stairs, showed me eleven-fifty- 
two.' At the bottom I slowed to a normal pace, to enter the office 
with an attitude of indifference, but that proved unnecessary be- 
cause L. A. Schwartz was gone. Wolfe sat at his desk pouring beer. 

"She saw pictures of Perrit and me in the Gazette," I reported. 
"She'll come the back way and be here in half an hour." 

"Satisfactory." He put the bottle down. "Take her straight up- 
stairs to the south room. She must be seen by no one." He scowled 
at me. "Confound it, I suppose she must be invited to lunch. Sit 
down and tell me everything that happened last night." 

"I thought I was out of it. When did I get in again?" 

"Pfui. Go ahead." 

Having been reporting uncombed events to Wolfe for over ten 
years, I had got expert at it, but this called for extra concentration 
since the time was limited. I tried to get it all in and make a clean 
job of it, but he had questions to put as usual, and was still ask* 
ing tliem when the clock said twelve-twenty and I had to go. I left 
by way of the kitchen and the back stairs, emerging into our little 
private yard where Fritz grows chives and tarragon and other vege- 
tation. Leaving the door through the solid board fence unlocked, 
since it wouldn't get out of my sight, I skirted piles of rubbish 
on the premises south of us, and another twenty steps got me to 
the entrance to the passage. There v/as no one there. But I didn't 
wait long. Within a couple of minutes a figure appeared at the 
other end of the passage, looked in, and started toward me. Only 
it wasn't Beulah. It was the law student. She was right behind 
him, and as they approached me she darted around to the front 
and spoke first, 

"It's all right that Morton came along, isn't it? Pie wouldn't 
let me come alone." 

"Well, he's here," I growled. "Plello," My impulse was to tell 


him to go home and- study, because we already had complications 
enough, but since we had made him so welcome the night before, 
and him practically a member of the family, I decided not to 
make an issue of it. . 

“Watch where you step,’' I told them and led the way back 
around the rubbish piles, through the door in the fence, which 
I locked, into the basement, up to the kitchen, and on up two 
more flights to the south room, which was on the same floor as 
mine, at the other end of the hall. It wasn’t often used, but was 
by no means wasted space. On various occasions all kinds had 
slept in it, from a Secretary of State to a woman who had poisoned 
three husbands and was making a fourth one very sick. 

Wolfe was there, standing by a window. There was no chair in 
that room that would take him without complaints from both 
him and the chair. He did his little bow, head fonvard eleven- 
sixteenths of an inch. 

“How do you do, Miss Page. And Morton. You came along?” 

“Yes, sir.” Morton was firm. “I would like to know what this is 
all about. Goodwin saying his name was Stevens— ” 

“Of course. Not illegal, no felony, but at least odd. Miss Page 
deserves an explanation, and she’ll get it. Doubtless you’ll get it too, 
later, from her, Mr. Goodwin and I are taking Miss Page up to the 
plant rooms to show her my orchids and have a talk with her.” He 
waved a hand. “There are books and magazines here, or you may 
go down to the office if you prefer.” 

The muscles of Morton’s jaw had set. “I must insist—” 

“No. Don’t tr)^” Wolfe was curt. “Since this concerns Miss 
Page, I do not intend to substitute my discretion for hers. We’ll 
rejoin you in half an hour or so. Archie, tell Fritz that there will 
be two luncheon guests, at one sharp.” 


-XI : 

Wolfe never tries to deny he’s vain, but I doubt if he’ll ever 
admit that it’s an exercise of vanity when he takes someone who is 
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under a strain up to. the plant rooms. He acts nonchalant, but I 
can tell when he's enjoying himself. Beulah met expectations. In 
the blaze of the Cattleya room she only looked dazed, but tlie 
Dendrobiums and Phalaenopsis really got her. She stopped dead 
and just looked, with her mouth open. 

''Someday," Wolfe said, not sounding pleased, with his usual 
self-control, "you must spend an hour up here. Or two hours. 
Now Tm afraid we haven't time." 

He nudged her along to the potting room and told Theodore, 
the orchid nurse, that he had better go and see to the ventilators. 
When Theodore had gone and Wolfe was in his chair and Beulah 
and I on stools, he said abruptly, "You're not an infant. Miss Page. 
You're nineteen years old." . 

She nodded. "In Georgia I could vote." 

"So you could. Then I won't have to use a nipple for this. We'll 
ignore non-essentials; they can be dealt with later, at more leisure 
—as, for instance, why Mr. Goodwin chose such a name as Harold 
Stevens to lure you down here yesterday. Do you know what a 
hypothetical question is?" 

"Certainly," 

"Then I'll put one to you. Suppose these things: that with me 
as intermediary, your father has arranged to make available to you 
a considerable sum of money; that he is not in a position to dis- 
close himself to you and cannot ever be expected to do so; that 
he has put it wholly within my discretion whether you shall be told 
his name and your mother's name; and that the circumstances 
are such that it will be a deuce of a job to keep you from guessing 
his name and guessing it right. Supposing all that, here's some- 
thing for you to tliink over." 

Wolfe pointed a finger at her. "Do you want me to tell you the 
names or not?" 

"I don't need to think it over. I want )^ou to tell me." 

"That's an impulse." 

"It is not an impulse. Good lord, an impulse? If you only knew 
what I— for years — " Beulah made a little gesture. "I want to know." 

"What if your father is— say, a convicted pickpocket?" 

"I don't care what he is! I v/ant to knowl" ' 
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^ “Then you should. Mr. Perrit, your faiJier, died last night” ' 
Wolfe inclined his head toward a window. “Out there on the sic e- 

walk/' 

knew it/ ^ Beulah said calmly. 

^The devil you did!” ■ ^ ^ ^ 

But she wasn’t actually as calm as she sounded. Her hands were 
clasped tight together and she had started a swallowing marathon. 
She didn’t even try to resume the conversation, but just sat, and all 
sic^ns indicated the same outcome. The outcome arrived in some- 
thin- like a minute. It started with her shoulders going up and 
down in a minor convulsion, and then her head went forward and 
her hands went up to cover her face, and the regulation sounds 

began to come. . . 

^^Good God,” Wolfe muttered in a tone of honor, and got to 

his feet and went. In a moment,- above the. sounds Beulah was 
making, I heard tire bang of his elevator door. I merely sat and 
waited, thinking it was natural for me to understand better than 
he did the most desirable and effective course of action when a 
young woman began to cry. After all, I thought, I see a good deal 
more of them than he does. 

Time passed by. I was deciding the moment had come for a 
sympathetic hand on her shoulder when her face came up and she 
blurted, “Why haven’t you got sense, enough to go too?” - 
It didn’t faze me. “I have,” I said politely, “but I was waiting 
for the noise to die down enough for you to hear me tell you that 
if you don’t want to go in tire room where Morton is in your pres- 
ent condition, the room at the front on that floor is mine, is un 

locked, and has a bathroom with a mirror.” 

I left her alone with it. On the way out I warned Theodore 
what was going on in the potting room and advised him to find 
jobs elsewhere. On my floor I stopped in my room to make sure 
about clean towels in the bathroom and general appearances. As 
I returned to the hall the door of the south room opened and 
Morton was tliere. , ■ . , ’ „ ' 

■ ‘AVhere’s- Miss Page?” he demanded. “What’s going on? 

“She’s up looking at orchids,” I told him en route. “Relax. Lunch 
ill ten minutes.” 
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Down in the office Wolfe was sitting at his desk, looking han 
assed. 

1 crossed to mine, sat, and told him, ''They want a shoulder to 
cry on, but with her fiance under the same roof I didn't think it 
would be fitting, Morton is pacing— ” 

The phone rang. I answered it, and heard a voice I had been 
expecting to hear all day. I told Wolfe Inspector Cramer w^ould 
like to speak to him. He got on and I stayed on. 

''Nero Wolfe speaking, Mr. Cramer. How are you?" 

'Tm fine. You?" 

"The way I always am just before lunch. Hungry." 

"Well, enjoy it. This is just a friendly call. I wanted to let you 
know you were right as usual when you decided to keep it all 
to yourself and tell Rowcliff only one thing that was worth a damn, 
about Perrit's daughter being wanted in Salt Lake. We got onto 
her through the Washington fingerprint files, as you knew we 
would. I don't think she was his daughter at all. Her name w^as 
Angelina Murphy, though of course she used others. She had 
about ten years coming. L just wanted to tell you that, but I sup- 
pose I might as well ask if you have anything to add." 

, "No— no, I tliink not" 

“Nothing at all? About the job you took on for Perrit?" 

“Nothing."^ . . 

“Okay, I didnh expect it. Enjoy your lunch." 

I pushed the phone back. I turned to Wolfe and spoke with 
feeling. “At least L heard that before I died. Cramer knowing 
you've got things he could use and merely telling you to enjoy 
your lunch! No pressure, no hard words, nothing! Not even bother- 
ing to drop in on ust And you know why? .He's religious and he 
thinks it would be out of place! He thinks the only guy that be- 
longs here now is a priest for the last rites!" - 

“Quite right," Wolfe agreed. “It was in effect an obituary. If J 
were a sentimentalist I would be touched, Mr. Cramer has neve] 
before shown the slightest interest in my enjoyment of a meal 
He thinks Thaven't long to live.” 

“Including me." T 

“Yes, you too, of .course." 
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''And what do you think? 

ie^phoL^nVagain- With a suspicion that it was Cramer, 
had deeded W 

tS Woltand, Since he didn’t give me the sign to he^ 

S I kipt “ 

“Saul?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Have you had lunch?" 

“No, sir.” 

“How soon can you get here?” 

“Eight to ten minutes.” , • 

“There is a change or two in the program, dictated hy circum- 
stances I’ll need you here earlier than I thought. Come and pm 
us at luncheon-Miss Beulah Page, Mr. Morton Schane, Archie, 

and me/' . ^ 

"Yes, sir. Probably eight minutes. 


Wliether Wolfe enjoyed his lunch or not, I didn’t. 

It is my habit to make big discounts anyhow, and that day 
reached my all-time peak in skepticism. I didn’t think he had any 
program whatever. I thought his line that he needed 
he knew what for, was unadulterated guff. I was sure taat Crarner 
had laid off because he had alb the stuff he wanted, through the 
flock of stools the police always know where to find, and he re- 
garded Wolfe and me as bad company even for an mspecuot. 
thought tire only reason Wolfe asked Saul to lunch was to have 

someone to talk to about something pleasant. , r n f 

The last tliought proved to be sound. It was not a meal fu o 
sparkle. Morton was aloof and not a bit intimate. Beulah, who 
.showed no traces pf the recent irrigation, was trj'ing to pretend she 
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wasn't somewhere else, without great success, I was so firmly con- 
vinced that it was a hell of a time for a man to sit and eat that I 
had to grit my teeth to stay in my chair, and you can neither chew 
nor talk very well with your teeth gritted. So the conversation 
was almost exclusively confined to Wolfe and Saul. Saul, in a 
suit that didn't fit, and needing a shave as usual, could do almost 
anything better than anyone I knew— even talk. They discussed 
plant germination, the meat shortage, books about Roosevelt, and 
the World Series. 

At one-fifty-five Wolfe pushed his chair back and said he was 
sorry to end the meal so abruptly but callers were expected. He 
thought it best for Beulah and Morton to leave the way they 
had come. 

Beulah protested that she wasn't going to leave, that there were 
things she wanted to ask about. She would wait until the callers 
had gone. Then, Wolfe said, she could go back to the plant rooms 
and do her. waiting tiiere, and also Morton if he wished -to stay. 

' We'll do that," Beulah agreed. She was out of her chair and 
moving to the dining-room door. “Come on, Morton." 

But -the law student balked. The way the light was I could see 
his eyes behind his black-rimmed glasses, and they looked deter- 
mined. His voice matched them. “I don't like the way things look 
here. I don't know what explanation you have given Miss Page 
about last night. Then what happened in front of this house after- 
wards. And asking Miss Page to sneak in the back way. Who are 
these callers you're expecting?" 

To my surprise Wolfe obliged him. “One of them," he said, 
Tis a man named Fabian. The other is named Schwartz. L. A. 
Schwartz, a la'wyer . A member of the bar 

That was news to me. He must have invited Schwartz after ] 
left the office. \ 

“Are they connected with this—with Miss Page's affairs?" Mor 
ton demanded. ' 

“With Miss Page, no. With her affairs, yes." 

“I want to see them. I intend to be present." ; ' > 

Beulah didn't approve and said so. Wolfe said that her nam- 
would not appear in the conversation and that there was no reasoi 
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why Morton shouldn't be there if he wanted to. That settled it. 
The fiancee started upstairs for the plant- rooms, and the fiance 
went with tlie rest of us to the office. As we were crossing the hall 
the doorbell rang, and I went to answer it. 

Fingering back the edge of the curtain over the glass panel for 
a look tlirough, and seeing it was Schwartz, I opened up. He had 
his brief case and was wearing the same suit and nose-pinchers, 
but in spite of that he was a different man. In the morning his 
face had been pale and colorless; now it was rosy. Before I hadn't 
smelled him at all* now I couldn't help smelling him. He had been 
spending some of the fifty grand in advance, at the courage 
counter. Judging from the smell, he had alternated with gin, rum, 
i}^e, vodka, and turpentine. My study of him was cut short be- 
cause the bell rang again as I was hanging up his coat, and this time 
it was an object deserving much closer and longer study. 

It was Fabian. 

I had seen him around, at the ringside at fights and so on, but 
never met him. I had never had any desire to meet him. The 
most famous fact about his physical make-up, that he had no 
nose, wasn't true. His nose was almost normal in size and shape 
when you looked at it, but the point was that three other features 
—the mouth, ears, and eyes— grabbed the scene and the nose might 
as well not have been there. 

Schwartz was still there, standing rigid by the coat rack, clasping 
his brief case. I began politely, ''Do you two gentlemen—" 

"You're Schwartz," Fabian stated, hoarse as ever. 

'Tes, Mr, Fabian," the lawyer said hastily. He wasn't too plas- 
tered to talk straight. "You may remember—" 

"Yeah." Fabian's head jerked to me. "Which way?” 

I took a step, but checked it because tlie door between the hall 
and the front room opened and Wolfe appeared. He said, in his 
best manner, "Good afternoon, Mr. Schwartz. If you'll go to the 
office and make yourself comfortable we'll join you shortly.” He 
paused. Schwartz, getting the cue, marched down the hall toward 
the door to the office, W'olfe turned. "Mr. Fabian? How do you 
do, sir? I'm Nero Wolfe." He had a hand out, and Fabian came 
tlirough for a shake. V/olfe was going on, "Would you step in 
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here for a private word with me?'' He moved toward the door to 
the front room. 

Fabian, not budging, looked at me, which struck me as childish 
under the circumstances; but not caring to make a point of it I 
followed Wolfe, and Fabian followed me. When he had passed 
through I closed the door, and saw at a glance that the connecting 
door to the ofEc'e was already shut. They were both soundproofed. 

Figured by pounds, Wolfe would have made more than two 
of Fabian. Figured .by survival potential, it was anybody's guess. 
Wolfe didn't seem to be concerned with either calculation. He 
only said, “It is a part of your legend, sir, that you never go any- 
where unarmed. Are you armed now?” ’ . 

As far as I could see there wasn't the slightest change in the 
expression of Fabian's eyes, but a little crease showed between his 
eyebrows, as if he wasn't sure he had heard right. Then apparently 
he decided he had, because the crease disappeared. 

“Yeah,” he said, “Any objections?'' , 

“None at all. But— I'm not calling you a liar— but I would be 
better satisfied if I saw proof. Wliere is your v/eapon? Easily avail- 
able?” " . 

“Yeah.” 

“Would, you mind showing it to me?” 

“Comedy,” Fabian said. The crease had appeared again, “I could 
have had it out and in again twenty times. I came to get some 
proof from you. You and this Goodwin—” 

“Excuse me.” Wolfe was crisp and cool. “V/e'll go in the office 
and sit down. The people in there axe a lawyer, Mr. Schwartz, a 
law student, Mr. Schane, and a man who works for me, Mr. Pan- 
zer.” He had stepped to the connecting door and was opening it. 
“This way, sir.” 

' I followed hirii, preceding Fabian in accordance with the under- 
world's Emily Post. Wolfe stood in the middle of the office and 
pronounced names, but there was no handshaking. Fabian got the 
scene with a slow take, his head doing the arc from right to left, 
and then picked a chair backed up against a section of the book- 
shelves. Schwartz was in the red leather chair, and Morton Schane 
was off to my right, on the couch in the corner made by the wall 
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of the lavatory that had been built in. Saul Panzer, in a chair- with 
its back to the wall, was six feet the other side of Schwartz. 

Wolfe, from behind his desk, looked around at us, then leveled 
off at Fabian. He spoke casually. '1 must apologize, sir, for ap- 
propriating a few moments of your time. I realize it is your time, 
since you made an appointment to come here, and therefore you 
should have first say. But this will only take me—'' 

The damn doorbell rang. Wolfe went right on, but darted a 
glance at me when he saw I was staying put. I met the glance 
deadpan. Without consulting him about it, I had told Fritz to 
attend to the door if the bell rang, not intending to do any trotting 
in and out under the circumstances. L suppose I should have told 
him to keep the door bolted, which he never did when I was 
there unless so instructed, but subconsciously I must have figured 
that with Fabian already inside it wouldn't matter who else came. 
The result was that unwelcome noises came from the hall, in- 
cluding voices, one of which was Fritz's yelling for me. 

"Archie! ARCHIE!" 

I was up and on my way, but the gate-crasher must have gal- 
loped right through Fritz, for I was still ten feet short of the door 
to the hall when he entered the office. At sight of him I locked 
my brakes and held my breath. What was flashing through my 
mind was nothing you could call a thought, but just a pair of facts. 
One was Fabian. The other was Thumbs Meeker. I backed up so 
fast I bumped into tlie corner of Wolfe's desk, and hung there, 
looking. Fabian was on his feet and was furnishing the proof 
Wolfe had asked for. It was in his hand, wdth his elbow against his 
hip and his forearm extended. Schwartz had left the red leather 
chair and was kneeling on the floor behind it. 

As far as Meeker and Fabian were concerned, they were the 
only two there. Their gazes had met and held. Fabian's gun was 
steady and pointed, the same as his eyes, but no blast came. Meek- 
er's hands hung at his sides. 

"You'd better lift 'em," Fabian said, no less hoarse and no more. 
Besides having his . gun out, he also had the best of it in size of 
target, since Meeker was well over six feet and weighed a good 
two-twenty. 
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'‘Not here and now” Meeker said in a thin voice. 

"^Vho gave you the steer?” 

"Nobody. I came on business.” 

"Lift 'em up.” 

"Tommyrotl” Wolfe blurted at them, but none of their four 
eyes moved. He went on, "This is preposterous! Besides you two, 
there are five people here. If you shoot him, Mr. Fabian, v/hat do 
you expect to do, shoot all of us? Nonsense. The same considera- 
tion holds for the other gentleman.” He addressed the other gentle- 
man. "Who the devil are you, sir? What do you mean, bounding 
into my house like this?” 

That relaxed me. I thought to myself, okay, say it ends— today, 
tomorrow. Before I die at least I get this. Before I die I get to 
hear Wolfe bawling hell out of Thumbs Meeker for dashing in 
to where Fabian is ready with his gun out. I felt I owed them 
something. So I said, "'That's Mr. Meeker, Mr, Wolfe. Mr. Meeker, 
this is Nero Wolfe.” 

"You heard me,” Meeker said in his thin voice. "Not here and 
now. He's right. I came here on business.” 

Fabian didn't say anything. His arm didn't straighten out, but 
his hand receded until it was where his elbow had been, and both 
hand and gun slid into his side coat-pocket and stayed there. 

Wolfe demanded, "You came here on business? What business?” 

Meeker turned, letting his eyes leave Fabian. They aimed at 
Wolfe.. "Who are these guys?” 

"They're here on business too. What is yours?” 

"By God.” Meeker smiled. That smile was famous, and I de- 
cided it justified its reputation. "I don't know if I care to make 
it public. With Fabian here. He might think I was backing out, 
and I don't back out.” He turned again, not fast. "I don't back out, 
Fabian.” 

Fabian had nothing to say.. He was still standing up. 

"Confound it,” Wolfe said testily. "What do you want?” 

Meeker turned again, and smiled again." "! want to know if it's 
true that you told the cops that your punk put a finger on Perrit 
and his daughter for me.” 

■"No.”: . : . ■ ■ 
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''They seem to have tliat idea/' 

"That isn't true." 

Meeker's smile came again. It came and went. "Oh," he said, 
"I'm a liar." 

"I don't know whether you're a liar or not. But if the police 
have made any such statement or intimation, they are. I would 
have expected you to be sufhciently familiar with police methods 
not to come running to me with anything as silly as that." 

"You didn't tell tliem that?" 

"Certainly not." - 

Meeker looked at me., I was back at my desk. "You're Goodwin. 
Did YOU?" 

"No," I said, "Am I a half-wit?" 

"Mr. Meeker." Wolfe was curt. "Now that you're here, I sug- 
gest that you stay. Be seated. You'll be interested in what I have 
to say. When you entered I was about to tell these people who 
killed Mr. Perrit and his daughter and how and why. It will be 
doubly interesting because the man who did it is present." 

You could have heard a cockroach stomping. Schwartz, who 
was back in tire red leather chair, was blinking as if he would' 
never, stop again. Morton was sitting on the edge of the couch, 
his palms on his knees. Saul Panzer hadn't moved as much as a 
finger since Wolfe and I had brought Fabian in. 

Fabian, still on his feet, rasped, "I don't want to miss that." 

"I'm present," Meeker said. 

"Yes, sir, but it wasn't you. Sit down. I don't like to talk to faces 
on different levels. You. too, Mr. Fabian." 

.1 then saw Thumbs Meeker being self-conscious. There were 
three vacant chairs, not counting Fabian's. He glanced around at 
them, hesitating, wanting a good tactical position, got conscious 
that we were all watching, didn't like that, and dropped himself 
onto the closest one, which put him with his back to Fabian. With 
that settled, Fabian sat down too, but his hand didn't come out of 
the pocket. 

V/olfe leaned back and his fingertips met at the summit of his 
magnificent middle. "First," he said, "about Mr. Perrit's daughter. 
The police know that the young woman who was killed last night 
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was not his daughter, but they do not know that' he actually had 
a daughteri l do, and I know who and where she is, because Mr. 
Perrit told me about her in this room yesterday. At this moment 
she iS“ ' 

''Go slow,” Fabian said. I never heard him speak without wish- 
ing to God he would clear his throat. 

"If you please,” Wolfe snapped. "No power on earth, Mr. Fabian, 
not even the kind of primitive power you rely on, will keep me 
from telling this properly. You could shoot me, but you're not 
going to, so don't interrupt. Mr. Perrit's daughter is at this mo- 
ment in this house, upstairs looking at my orchids. He—” 

"That's a liel” Morton Schane declared, with his chin jerked up. 

"She doesn't think so.” Wolfe's eyes went to him. "Stop in- 
terrupting me. Mr. Perrit entrusted her interests to me, and I 
intend to guard them. I'm not going to waste time telling you 
men things you already know. You know he had a daughter and 
was keeping her identity concealed, botli from his enemies and 
from his friends. Some eighteen months ago he discovered that 
Mr. Meeker had learned of her existence and was trying to find 
her, so he tried a finesse. Fie went to Salt Lake City and arranged 
with a young woman named Murphy, a fugitive from justice, to 
come to New York and live with him as his daughter.” 

. "Go slow,” Fabian said. 

"Don't be absurd, Mr. Fabian. The police know all that. The 
arrangement was made, and Miss Murphy came to New York and 
became Miss Violet Perrit. But before long she violated the agree- 
ment. She began demanding sums of money, increasingly larger, 
with the threat that she would make a disclosure if he didn't pay. 
He paid. Tlien, Sunday evening, night before last, she asked for 
fifty thousand dollars. Harassed beyond endurance, he came to 
me for help. He gave me, I think— me and Mr. Goodwin— a correct 
and accurate account as far as it went, but not a complete one. He 
did not tell me that Miss Murphy had somehow found out who 
and what and where his daughter was, though he must have known 
that she had. In any event, I know it, having deduced it.” 

Wolfe stopped for an extra breath and went on, "There was 
another thing that Mr. Perrit almost certainly knew, since every- 
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thing connected with his daughter was of special concern to him, 
but didn't tell me. Miss Murphy, out West, had been attached to 
a young man, or he had been attached to her, or both. He came to 
New York— I don't know when, but it. may be surmised that it 
was about the time Miss Murphy began demanding money from 
Mr. Perrit — probably shortly before that — and he and Miss Mur- 
phy resumed their— friendship. From Miss Murphy the young 
man learned the identity of Mr. Perrit's daughter and decided on 
a stroke of his own. Unknown to Miss Murphy, he contrived to 
meet the daughter, to pursue a friendship with her, to ask her to 
marry him, and to be accepted. He had enough education and 
temerity to masquerade as a law student, and indeed, his temerity 
was unlimited. He didn't bother about an alias. I suppose at the 
beginning, he regarded the two worlds as too far apart ever to get 
connected, and if he regretted it later on it was too late to change. 
Anyhow, he became engaged to marry Mr. Perrit's daughter under 
his own name, Morton Schane." 

''That's a lie." It was Morton again. His tone wasn't as loud as it 
had been before, but it packed more weight. 

"You'll have a turn, Mr. Schane," Wolfe said. His glance went 
around. "As I said, I can't believe that Mr. Perrit didn't know 
about Mr. Schane,’ though he didn't mention him to me. I pre- 
sume Mr. Schane calculated that the highest expectations, in 
the long run, would be realized through the real daughter and not 
the counterfeit one. I assume that although Mr. Perrit knew what 
Mr. Schane was doing. Miss Murphy didn't, or something would 
have popped. I also assume that Mr. Perrit had got onto Mr. 
Schane quite recently, since Mr. Schane had continued his pro- 
grain without interference. I also assum.e that the reason Mr. 
Perrit didn't mention Mr. Schane to me was because . he was 
confident of being able to handle tliat himself, by his own meth- 
ods." 

"You assume," Morton sneered. 

Wolfe nodded. "I agree. These presumptions and assumptions 
are merely embroidery and really not needed." He kept his. eyes on 
Morton. "Their only purpose is to answer the question, why? Why 
did you shoot and kill Miss Murphy and Mr. Perrit? Merely to 
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clear the track, to get them out of. the way, since the daughter 
was betrothed to you? Possibly, but I doubt it. More probably, 
something had happened; you had become aware of some deadly 
threat., One more assumption—' 

Morton stood up. ''You 11 eat all this, you fat, lying son-of-a- 
bitch! Pm going." 

Fabian stood up. 

Meeker stood up. 

Morton Schane didn't move. 

Fabian asked, "You got anything else?" 

"Nothing but proof," Wolfe told him, but his eyes stuck to 
Schane. "Last evening Mr. Perrit's daughter and this young man 
dined with us. One or two remarks he made stirred a faint sus- 
picion in me. It was very faint, the merest breath, but it was simple 
to test him. He was in his last year at law school. I asked him if he 
had learned to draft torts, and he said he had. A tort is an act, not 
a document, as any law student would know. You can't draft a tort 
any more than you can draft a burglary. That settled him. I had 
my chef save his wineglasses, and after Mr. Schane had left I got in 
touch with Mr. Panzer and made various arrangements. One re- 
sulted in our learning, through the FBI and their fingerprint files, 
of Mr. Schane's background and record. Another arrangement, that 
Mr. Panzer should pick up Mr. Schane last evening in front of the 
building where Mr. Perrit's daughter lives, and keep on his trail—" 

Morton still had his temerity. His hand went for his hip like a 
frog for a fly. He did get his gun out, because Fabian's first bullet 
missed, and he even pulled the trigger, but all he hit was plaster. 
Then he splashed back on the couch, pulling the trigger again. By 
that time Meeker was shooting too, which I have never understood, 
but it was something never seen before and surely never will be 
again— Fabian and Tliumbs Meeker blazing aw^ay at the same tar- 
get. Morton slithered off of the couch onto the floor. That was his 
last move. P ^ 
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Six days later, Monday again, Wolfe came down from the plant 
rooms at six o'clock, negotiated himself into his chair behind his 
desk, and rang for beer. 

I turned away from my typewriter and spoke. “The evening paper 
says that the District Attorney has decided not to charge Meeker 
or Fabian because a man has a right to defend himself, and all 
witnesses agree that Schane shot first." 

“Perfectly sound," Wolfe murmured. 

“Sure. But that reminds me. So far you have -refused to loosen 
up. I would like to make it clear that I do not believe that Saul was 
on Schane's tail that night.-He damn well didn't tail him through 
Seventy-eighth Street, nor later through our street either, when 
Schane was in his hot taxicab. I think you put that in because you 
knew it was the one thing that was sure to make Schane go for his 
gun." 

. “Not sound at all: Mere conjecture." 

“I like it. Another tiling. I now think you did have a program. 
I think you invited Schwartz to come at two o'clock because you 
wanted a witness, not me who works for you, to what you said to 
Fabian. You intended to tell Fabian a good deal, maybe everything, 
about Schane, but do it in such a way that you couldn't be charged 
with incitement to crime. You could be doing it just to put us in 
the clear. You didn't have a thing on Schane for the murders. You 
didn't know then that- he was fool enough to go on carrying the 
gun he had killed them with. You knew Fabian would get Schane, 
and so your ward wouldn't marry him, which you didn't approve of. 
You thought Beulah was so hipped on him that she would take him 
in spite of his past— since the killings couldn't be pinned on him— 
whereas the fact was that after she had seen me he was just a vague 
spot to her." 

“Shut up. I want to read." 

“Yes, sir. In an hour or so. Then Schane came here with her and. 



BEFORE I DIE 63 

insisted on joining us in the office, and right away you began to 
ad lib. You figured tliat with Fabian and Saul and me all here, 
one of us was bound to plug him before he plugged you. By the 
way, in the excitement I didn't see Saul shoot at all, but it was his 
bullet that went through the middle of Schane's pump and lodged 
in his spine. When Meeker show*ed up too I suppose you thought 
there was nothing to it, which speaks louder for your optimism 
than it does for your mathematics. If I had known how you had it 
sketched I would have offered twelve for five that he would get you, 
at least some part of you, before he was stopped. I had seen him 
in action, shooting out of car windows in dim street light/' 

Wolfe sighed, ''I suppose you have to get it out of your system." 
do, and this is the day for it. With meat controls taken off last 
night, what is there to fear? But I am willing to be rode too, because 
on one count I have it coming. I told you that just before Violet 
quit for good, wffiile I was kneeling there by her, she said, It's a 
shame. Shame!' Of course she didn't. What she said was, 'It's 
Schane. Schane!' I fumbled that one, and hereafter I'll wash my 
ears better. Now I suppose you'll tell me that you knew—" 

The phone rang. I got it, used the customary formula, and a 
voice came. 

"May I speak to Mr, Harold Stevens?" 

"He's not in," I said courteously. "Gone to Central Park for his 
health. Will anyone else do?" 

"You might if you weren't so busy. When I was dowm there 
Friday signing those papers you were too busy to offer to drive me 
home. Harold Stevens always drove me home." 

"Naturally. Harold was on the make. Pie was after money. I shy 
off from rich women because I am not a dough-hound. Was there 
any . particular problem?" 

"No, nothing, except that I started to decide where to go for 
dinner, and I'm sick of all the restaurants around here, and— " 

"Not another word. I know just how you feel. You were wishing 
you didn't have to eat alone, and I was wishing I didn't have to 
eat with the person I was going to eat with. Meet me at seven 
o'clock at Ribeiro's, Fifty-second Street east of Lexington, down- 
town side. Got it?" 
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that’s Harold. Seven 0 elock? 

“Sure.” , “Okav go on and read. I’m going up 

1 hung up and told new ward, but don t 

and change my shirt. I j.^^ty^hing of manying her. I don 
2 t^ntSan and Thumbs Meehet down hete again on 

my account."' 
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He paid us a visit the day he stopped the bullet. 

Ben Jensen was a publisher^ a politician, and in my opinion a 
poop. I had had a sneaking idea that he would have gone ahead 
and bought the inside Army dope that Captain Peter Root had 
offered to sell him if he had been able to figure out a way of using 
it without any risk of losing a hunk of hide. But he had played it 
safe and had co-operated with Nero Wolfe like a good little boy. 
That had been a couple of months before. 

. -Now, early on a Tuesday morning, he phoned to say he wanted 
to see Wolfe. Wlien I told him that Wolfe would be occupied with 
the orchids, as usual, until eleven o'clock, he fussed a little and 
made a date for eleven sharp. He arrived five minutes ahead of 
time, and I escorted him into the office and invited him to deposit 
his big bony frame in the red leather chair. 

After he sat down he asked me, ''Don't I remember you? Aren’t 
you Major Goodwin?" 

"Yep," 

“You're not in uniform." 

‘d was just noticing," I said, "that you need a haircut. At your 
age, with your gray hair, it looks better trimmed. More distin- 
guished. Shall we continue, with the personal remarks?" 

There was the clang of Wolfe's personal elevator out in the hall, 
and a moment later Wolfe entered, exchanged greetings with the 
caller, and got himself, all of his two hundred and sixty-some 
pounds, lowered into his personal chair behind his desk. 

Ben Jensen said, "Something I v/anted to show you—got it in the 
mail this morning," and took an envelope from his pocket and 
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stood up to hand it across. Wolfe glanced at tlie envelope, removed 
a piece of paper from it and glanced at that, and passed them along 
to me. The envelope was addressed to Ben Jensen, neatly hand-, 
printed in ink. The piece of paper had been clipped from some- 
thing, all four edges, with scissors or a sharp knife, and it had 
printed on it, not by hand, in large black script: 

YOU ARE ABOUT TO DIE- 
AND I WILL WATCH YOU DIE! 

Vv^olfe murmured, “Well, sir?” 

“I can tell you,” I put in, “free for nothing, where this came 
from.” 

. Jensen snapped at me, “You mean who sent it?” 

“Oh, no. For that I would charge. It was clipped from an ad for 
a movie called Meeting at Dawn. The movie of the century. I saw 
the ad last week in the American Magazine. I suppose ir s in all the 
magazines. If you could find—” 

Wolfe made a noise at me and murmured again at Jensen, “Well, 
sir?” 

“What am I going to do?” Jensen demanded. 

“Lm sure I don’t know. Have you any notion who sent it?” 

“No. None at all.” Jensen sounded grieved. “Damn it, I don’t 
like it. It’s not just the usual junk from an anonymous crank. Look 
at it! It’s direct and to tlie point. I tliink someone’s going to try to 
kill me, and I don’t know who or why or when or how. I suppose 
tracing it is out of the question, but I want some protection. I want 
to buy it from you.” 

I put up a hand to cover a yawn. I knew there would be nothing 
doing— no case, no fee, no excitement. In the years I had been 
living in Nero Wolfe’s house on West Thirty-fiftli Street, acting 
as goad, prod, lever, irritant, and chief assistant in the detective 
business, I had heard him tell at least fifty scared people, of all 
conditions and ages, tliat if someone had determined to kill them 
and was going to be stubborn about it he would probably succeed. 
On occasion, when the bank balance was doing a dive, he had fur- 
nished Gather or Durkin or Panzer or Keems as a bodyguard at 
a hundred per cent mark-up, but now they were all fighting Ger- 
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mans or Japs, and anyhow, we had just deposited a five-figure check 
from a certain client. 

Jensen got sore, naturally, but Wolfe only murmured at him that 
he might succeed in interesting the police or that we would be glad 
to give him a list of reliable detective agencies which would pro- 
vide companions for his movements as long as he remained alive— 
at sixty bucks for twenty-four hours. Jensen said that wasn't it, he 
wanted to hire Wolfe's brains. Wolfe merely made a face and 
shook his head. Then Jensen wanted to know what about Good- 
win? Wolfe said that Major Goodwin was an ojfficerin the United 
States Army. 

'‘He's not in uniform," Jensen growled. 

Wolfe was patient. "Officers in Military Intelligence on special 
assignments," he explained, "have freedoms. Major Goodwin's 
special assignment is to assist me in various projects entrusted to me 
by the Army. For which I am not paid. I have little time now for 
my private business. I think, Mr. Jensen, you should move and act 
with reasonable precaution for a while. For example, in licking the 
flaps of envelopes— such things as that. Examine the strip of mu- 
cilage. Nothing is easier than to remove the mucilage from an 
envelope flap and replace it with a mixture containing a deadly 
poison. Any door you open, anywhere, stand to one side and fling 
the door wide with a push or a pull before crossing the sill. 'Things 
like that" 

"Good God!" Jensen muttered. 

Wolfe nodded. "That's how it is. But keep in mind that this 
fellow has severely restricted himself, if he's not a liar. He says he 
will watch you die. That greatly limits him in method and tech- 
nique. He or she has to be there when it happens. So I advise pru- 
dence and a decent vigilance. Use your brains, but give up the idea 
of renting mine. No panic is called for. Archie, how many people 
have threatened to take my life in the past ten years?" 

I pursed my hps. "Oh, maybe twenty-two." 

"Pfui." He scowled at me. '^"At least a hundred. And I am not 
dead yet, Mr. Jensen." 

Jensen pocketed his clipping and envelope and departed, no 
better off than when he came except for the valuable advice about 
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licking envelopes and opening doors. I felt kind of sorry for him 
and took the trouble to wish him good luck as I escorted him to 
the front and let him out to the street, and even used some breath 
to tell him that if he decided to try an agency Cornwall and Mayer 
had the best men. Tlien I went back to the office and stood in front 
of Wolfe's desk, facing him, and pulled my shoulders back and ex- 
panded my chest. I took that attitude because I had some news to 
break to him and thought it might help to look as much like an 
Army officer as possible. 

''I have an appointment," I said, ''at nine o'clock Thursday 
morning, in Washington, with General Carpenter." 

Wolfe's brows went up a millimeter. “Indeed?" 

“Yes, sir. At my request. I wish to take an ocean trip. I want to 
get a look at a German. I would like to catch one, if it can be done • 
without much risk, and pinch him and make some remarks to him. 

I have thought up a crushing remark to make to a German and 
would like to use it." 

“Nonsense." Wolfe was placid. “Your three requests to be sent 
overseas have been denied." 

“Yeah, I know." I kept my chest out. “But that was just colonels 
and old Fife. Carpenter will see my point. I admit you're a great 
detective, the best orchid-grower in New York, a champion eater 
and beer-drinker, and a genius. But I've been working for you a 
hundred years—anyhow, a lot of years— and this is a hell of a way 
to spend a war. I'm going, to see General Carpenter and lay it out. 
Of course he'll phone you. I appeal to your love of country, your 
vanity, your finer instincts— what there is of them— and your dislike 
of Germans. If you tell Carpenter it would be impossible for you 
to get along without me. I'll put pieces of gristle in your crabmeat 
and sugar in your beer." 

Wolfe opened his eyes and glared at me. The mere suggestion of 
sugar in his beer made him speechless. 

I sat down and said in a pleasant conversational tone, "I told 
Jensen that Cornwall and Mayer is the best agency." 

V/olfe grunted. “He'll waste his money. I doubt the urgency of 
his peril. A man planning a murder doesn't spend his energy clip- 
ping pieces out of advertisements of motion pictures." 
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That was Tuesday, The next morning, Wednesday^ the papers 
headlined the murder of Ben Jensen on the front page. Eating 
breakfast in the kitchen with Fritz, as usual, I was only halfway- 
through the report in the Times when the doorbell rang, and when 
I answered it I found on the stoop our pld friend Inspector Cramer 
of the Homicide Squad. 


II 

Nero Wolfe said, ''Not interested, not involved, and not curious.” 

He was a sight, as he always was when propped up in bed with 
his breakfast tray. The custom was for Fritz to deliver the tray to 
his room on the second floor at eight o'clock. It was now eight- 
fifteen, and already down the gullet were the peaches and cream, 
most of the unrationed bacon, and two-thirds of the eggs, not to 
mention coffee and the green tomato jam. The black silk coverlet 
was folded back, and you had to look to tell where the yellow 
percale sheet ended and the yellow pajamas began.' Few people 
except Fritz and me ever got to see him like that, but he had 
stretched a point for Inspector Cramer, who knew that from nine 
to eleven he would be up in the plant rooms with tlie orchids and 
unavailable. 

"In the past dozen years,” Cramer said in his ordinary growl, 
without any particular feeling, "you have told me, I suppose, in 
round figures, ten million lies.” 

The commas were chews on his unlighted cigar. He looked the 
way he always did when he had been working all night-peevish 
and put upon but under control, all except his hair, which had 
forgotten where the part went. 

Wolfe, who was hard to rile at breakfast, swallowed toast and 
jam and then coffee, ignoring the insult. 

Cramer said, "He came to see you yesterday morning, twelve 
hours before he was killed. You don't deny that.” 

"And I have told you what for,” Wolfe said politely. "He had 
received that threat and said he wanted to hire my brains. I de- 
clined to work for him and he went away. That was all.” 
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“Why did you decline to work for him? What had he done to 
you?'V 

“Nothing.” Wolfe poured coffee. “I don't do that kind of work. 
A man whose life is threatened anonymously is either in no danger 
at all, or his danger is so acute and so ubiquitous that his position 
is hopeless. My only previous association with Mr. Jensen was in 
connection with an attempt by an Army captain named Peter Root 
to sell him inside Army information for political purposes. To- 
gether we got the necessary evidence and Captain Root was court- 
martialed. Mr. Jensen was impressed, so he said, by my handling of 
that case. I suppose that was why he came to me when he wanted 
help.”: 

“Did he think the threat came from someone connected with 
Captain Root?” 

“No. Root wasn't mentioned. Pie said he had no idea who in- 
tended to kill him.” V 

Cramer humphed. “That's what he told Tim Cornwall too. Corn- 
wall thinks you passed because you knew or suspected it was too 
hot to handle. Naturally Cornwall is bitter. Pie has lost his best 
man.” 

“Indeed,” Wolfe said mildly. “If that was his best man . . .” 

“So Cornwall says,” Cramer insisted, “and he's dead. Name of 
Doyle, been in the game tv^enty years, with a good record. The pic- 
ture as we've got it doesn't necessarily condemn him. Jensen went 
to Cornwall and Mayer yesterday about noon, and Cornwall as- 
signed Doyle as a guard. We've traced all their movements— noth- , 
ing special. In the evening Doyle went along to a meeting at a mid- 
town club. They left the club at eleven-twenty, and apparently 
went straight home, on the subway or a bus, to the apartment house 
where Jensen lived on Seventy-third Street near Madison. It was 
eleven-forty-five when they were found dead on the sidewalk at the 
entrance to the apartment house. Both shot in the heart with a 
thirty-eight, Doyle from behind and Jensen from the front. We 
have the bullets. No powder marks. No nothing.” 

Wolfe murmured sarcastically, putting down his coffee cup and 
indicating that since I was there I might as well remove the tray» 
“Mr. Cornwall's best man.” . ‘ 
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“Nuts” Cramer objected to the sarcasm. ''He was shot in the 
back. There's a narrow passage ten paces away where the guy could 
have hid. Or the shots could have come from a passing car, or from 
across the street— though that would have taken some shooting, 
two right in the pump. We haven't found anybody who heard the 
shots. The doorman was in the basement stoking the water heater, 
the excuse for that being that they're short of men like everybody 
else. The elevator man was on his way to the tenth floor with a 
passenger, a tenant. The bodies were discovered by two women on 
their way home from a movie. It must have happened not more 
than a minute before they came by, but they had just got off a 
Madison Avenue bus at the corner." 

Wolfe got out of bed, which was an operation deserving an 
audience. He glanced at the clock on the bed table. It was eight- 
thirty-five. 

"I know, I know," Cram.er growled. "You've got to get dressed 
and get upstairs to your goddam horticulture. The tenant going up 
in the elevator was a prominent doctor who barely Jcnew Jensen by 
sight. The two women who found the bodies are Seventh Avenue 
models who never heard of Jensen. The elevator man has worked 
there over twenty years without displaying a grudge, and Jensen 
was a generous tipper and popular with the bunch. The doorman 
is a fat nitwit who was hired two weeks ago only because of the 
manpower situation and doesn't know the tenants by name. Beyond 
those, all we have is the population of New York City and the 
guests who arrive and depart daily and nightly. That's why I came 
to you, and for God's sake, give me what you've got. You can see 
I need it." 

"Mr. Cramer." The mountain of yellow pajamas moved. "I re- 
peat. I am not interested, not involved, and not curious." Wolfe 
headed for the bathroom. 

Two minutes later, downstairs, as I opened the front door for 
Inspector Cramer's exit, he turned to me with his cigar tilted up 
from the corner of his mouth to about a quarter to one and ob- 
served, "One thing about that black silk bed cover, it can be used 
for his shroud when the time comes. Let me know, and I'll come 
and help sew on it." 
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I -eyed him coldly. ''You scold us when we lie, and you scold us 
when we tell the truth. What does the city pay you for anyhow?'’ 

Back in the ofBce there was the morning mail, which had been 
ignored on account of the interruption of the early visitor. I got 
busy with the opener. There was the usual collection of circulars, 
catalogues, appeals, requests for advice without enclosed check, and 
other items, fully up to the pre-war standard, and I was getting to- 
ward the bottom of the. stack without encountering anything star- 
tling or promising when I slit another envelope and there it was. 

I stared at it. I picked up the envelope and stared at that. I don't 
often talk to myself, but I said loud enough for me to hear, "My 
goodness." Then I left the rest of the mail for later and went and 
mounted the three flights to tlie plant rooms on the roof. Proceed- 
ing through the first three departments, past everything from rows 
of generating flasks to Cattleya hybrids covered with blooms, I 
found W olfe in the potting room, with Theodore Horstmann, the 
orchid nurse, examining a crate of sphagnum that had just arrived. 

"Well?" he demanded with no sign of friendliness. The general 
idea was that when he was up there I interrupted him at my peril. 

"I suppose," I said carelessly, "that I shouldn't have botliered 
you, but I ran across something in the mail that I thought you'd 
find amusing," and I put them on the bench before him, side by 
side: the envelope with his name and address printed on it by hand, 
in ink, and the piece of paper that had been clipped from some- 
thing with scissors or a sharp knife, reading in large black script, 
printed but not by hand: 

YOU AE,E ABOUT TO DIE- 
AND I WILL WATCH YOU DIE! 

"It sure is a coincidence," I remarked, grinning at him. 


I thought he would at least mutter "Indeed," but he didn't. He 
looked at the exhibits for a moment without touching them, sent 
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me a sharp glance indicating an instantaneous suspicion that I was 
implicated, and said without any perceptible quiver, “Fll look over 
the mail at eleven o'clock as usual." 

It was the grand manner all right. Seeing he Vvas impendous, I 
retrieved the exhibits without a word, returned to the ofEce, and 
busied myself with the chores— letters to write, vital statistics of 
orchids to enter on cards, and similar manly tasks. Nor did he fudge 
on the time. It was eleven on the dot when he came down, got into 
his oversized chair behind his desk, and began the routine— going 
through the mail I had not discarded, signing checks, inspecting the 
bank balance, dictating letters and memos, glancing at his calendar 
pad, and ringing for beer. Not until Fritz had brought the beer 
and he had irrigated his interior did he lean back in his chair, let 
his eyes go half shut, and observe: 

''Archie, you could easily have clipped that thing from the maga- 
zine, bought an envelope and printed my name and address on it, 
stamped it and mailed it. Nothing would have been simpler." 

I grinned at him and shook my head. "Not my style. Besides, 
what for? I never exert myself without a purpose. Besides again, 
would I be apt to infuriate and embitter you at this moment, when 
I know General Carpenter will phone for your opinion?" 

"You will, of course, postpone your trip to Washington." 

I let my frank, open countenance betray surprise. "I can't. I have 
an appointment with a lieutenant general. Anyhow, why?" I in- 
dicated the envelope and clipping on his desk. "That tomfoolery? 
No panic is called for. I doubt the urgency of your peril. A man 
planning a murder doesn't spend his energy clipping pieces out of 
adver— " 

“You are going to Washington?" 

"Yes, sir. I have a date. Of course I could phone Carpenter and 
tell him your nerves are a little shaky on account of an anony — " 

"When do you leave?" 

"I have a seat on the six o'clock train, but I could take a later—" 

"Very well. Then we have the day. Your notebook." - 

Wolfe leaned forward to pour beer and drink, and then leaned 
back again. "I offer a comment on your jocosity. When Mr. Jensen 
called here yesterday and showed us that thing we had no inkling 
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of the character of the person who had sent it. It might have been 
merely the attempt of a coward to upset his digestion. We no longer 
enjoy that ignorance. This person not only promptly killed Mr. 
Jensen, with wit equal to his determination, but also killed Mr. 
Doyle, a stranger, whose presence could not have been foreseen. We 
now know that this person is cold-blooded, ruthless, quick to decide 
and to act, and an egomaniac/" 

Ycs^ sir. I agree. If you go to bed and stay there until I get back 
from Washington, letting no one but Fritz enter the room, I may 
not be able to control my tongue when with you but actually I will 
understand and I won’t tell anybody. You need a rest anyway. And 
don"t lick any envelopes."" 

“Bah.” Wolfe wiggled a finger at me. “That tiling was not sent 
to you. Presumably you are not on the agenda ” 

“Yes, sir.” ^ 

And this person is dangerous and requires attention.” 

“I agree.” .• . 

Very well. Wolfe shut his eyes. “Take notes as needed. It may 
e assumed, if this person means business with me as he did with 
Mr. Jensen, that this is connected with the case of Captain Peter 
Koot. I had no other association whatever with Mr. Jensen-learn 
the whereabouts of Captain Root.” 

The court-martial gave him three years in the cooler.” 

1 ■ c' there? Also, what about that young woman, 

us -anode, who raised such a ruction about it and called me a 
mongrel bloodhound? A contradiction in terms-not a good epi- 

• Geer.” Wolfe’s eyes half opened for L 

sran . ou ave a habit of knowing how to locate personable 

you see that one recently?” 

Oh, I said offhand, “I sort of struck up an acquaintance with 

ner. I guess I can get in touch with her. But I doubt—” 

^ Do so. I want to see her. Excuse me for interrupting, but you ^ 
have a tram to catch. Also inform Inspector Cramer of this develop- 
ment and suggest that he investigate Captain Root’s background- 
his relatives and intimates-anyone besides Miss Geer who might 
thirst for vengeance at his disgrace. I’ll do that. If Captain Root is 
m prison, arrange with General Fife to bring him here. I want to 
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have a talk witli him. Where is the clipping received yesterday by 
Mr. Jensen? Ask Mr. Cornwall and Mr. Craiher. There is the possi- 
bility that this is not another one like it, but the same one.” 

I shook my head. ''No, sir. This one is clipped closer to the print- 
ing at the upper right.” 

"I noticed that, but ask anyway. Inspect tlie chain bolts on the 
doors and test the night gong in your room. Fritz will sleep in your 
room tonight. I shall speak to Fritz and Theodore. All of this can 
easily be. attended to by telephone except Miss Geer, and that is 
your problem. Do not for the present mention her to Mr. Cramer. 
I want to see her before he does. Wlien will you return from Wash- 
ington?” 

"I should be able to catch a noon train back— my appointment's 
at nine. Getting here around five.” I added earnestly, "If I can 
clear it with Carpenter to cross the ocean, I will of course arrange 
not to leave until this ad-clipper has been attended to. I wouldn't 
want—” 

"Don't hurry back on my account. Or alter your plans. You re- 
ceive a salary from the government.” Wolfe's tone was dry, shaq^, 
and icy, plainly intended to pierce all my vital organs at once. Fie 
went on with it, "Please get General Fife on the phone. We'll begin 
by learning about Captain Root.” 

The program went smoothly, all except the Jane Geer number. 
If it hadn't been for her I'd have, been able to make the six o'clock 
train with hours to spare. Fife reported back oh Root in thirty 
minutes, to the effect that Root was in the clink on government 
property down in Maryland and would be transported to New 
York without delay for an; interview with Wolfe, which appeared 
to contradict the saying that democracies are „ always ungrateful. 
Cornwall said he had turned the clipping and envelope Jensen had 
received over to Inspector Cramer, and Cramer verified it and said 
he had it. But Cramer seemed to be too busy for an extended 
phone conversation, and I understood why when, shortly after we 
had finished lunch, he arrived at our place in person, sat down in 
the red leather chair and narrowed his eyes at Wolfe, emitted a 
hoarse, grating chuckle and said offensively: 

"Interested, involved, and curious.” ^ 
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Naturally Wolfe tossed it back at liim, but after three minutes 
of fast and hot tongue work they patched it up and discussed 
matters.. Cramer had the Jensen clipping with him, and they com- 
pared the two and found they were from copies of the same maga- 
zine, a piece of information which I would have considered no bar- 
gain at a nickel. We emptied the bag on the Captain Root episode, 
all but the Jane Geer item, and Cramer said he would do a survey 
of Roofs history and connections. As for the ofBcial investigation 
of the Jensen murder, they, still had the entire population of the 
metropolitan area for suspects, which gave them plenty of room to 
move around in. When Cramer's recital made it evident that the 
squad had got nowhere at all, Wolfe saw fit to make a couple of 
cracks and Cramer returned the compliment, so the conference 
ended on the same breezy note it had begun with. 

On Jane Geer the luck was lov/. When before noon I phoned 
the advertising agency she worked for I was told that she was some- 
where on Long Island admiring some client's product for which she 
was to produce copy. When I finally did get her, after four o'clock, 
she went willful on me, presumably because she regarded my phon- 
ing five times in one day as evidence that my primal impulses had 
been aroused and I was beginning to pant. She would not come to 
Nero Wolfe's place unless I went after her and bought her a cock- 
tail first. So I met her a little after five at the Calico Room, at the 
Churchill, and bought. 

She had put in a full day's work, but looking at her you might 
have thought she had come straight from an afternoon nap and a 
relaxing bath. 

It was not my opinion, at that stage of affairs, that this special 
item of God's second-thought bounty for man was guilty of pre- 
meditated and cold-blooded murder. Because of my interest in 
hurrian nature I had found occasion, in the brief period since I had 
first met her, to discover that she was capable of strong feelings 
over a wide range of territory, and that she did not believe in limit- 
ing their expression to little hints like darting the eyes. Lhad never 
seen her scratch or pull hair, but I had known her only two months 
or so, and unquestionably she packed the potential. However, I 
felt that the Jensen-Doyle massacre, one of them a perfect stranger, 


HELP WANTED, MALE 


79 

did not belong in her repertorj^; and I knew she had acquired a 
different slant on the Captain Root incident since the day she 
called Wolfe a mongrel bloodhound. 

■ She darted her brown eyes at me. I didn't say she never darted, I 
said she didn't stop there. '"Let me," she said, ''see your right fore- 
finger." . 

I poked it at her. She rubbed its tip gently with the tip of her 
own. "I wondered if it had a callus. After dialing my number/ five 
times in less than five hours. Are you trying to win some kind of a 
bet? Or did you dream about me?" She sipped vher Tom Collins, 
bending her head -to get her lips to the straw. A strand of her hair 
slipped foDA^ard over an eye and a cheek, and I reached across and 
used the same finger to put it back in place. 

"I took that liberty," I told her, "because I wish to have an un- 
obstructed view of your lovely phiz. I want to see if you turn pale 
or your eyes get glassy." 

"Overwhelmed by you so near?" 

"No, I know that reaction— I correct for it. Anyhow I doubt if 
fm magnetic right now because Fm sore at you for making me miss 
a train." \ 

"I didn't phone you this time. You phoned me." 

"Okay." I drank. "You said on the phone that you still don't like 
Nero Wolfe and you wouldn't go to see him unless you knew what 
for and maybe not even then. So this is what for. He wants to ask 
you whether you intend to kill him yourself or hire the same gang 
that you got to kill Jensen and Doyle. So he'll knov/ what to 
expect." 

"Mercy." She looked , my face over. "You'd better put your 
humor on a diet. It's taking on weight." 

I shook my head. "Ordinarily I would enjoy playing catch with 
you, as you are aware, but I can't miss all the trains. I'm not even 
trying to be funny, let alone succeeding. I was instructed to tell you 
this if necessary. Because Wolfe's life has been threatened in the 
same manner as Jensen's was, the supposition is that Jensen was 
murdered for revenge, for what he did to Captain Root. Because 
of the cutting remarks you made when Root was trapped, and your 
general attitude, there is a tendency to want to know what you have 
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been doing lately. Wolfe wants to ask you. If you wonder why I 
didn't start with some grade A detecting by finding out where you 
were last night betiveen eleven and twelve, that wouldn't help any 
because v/hat if you hired — " 

“Stop." She stopped me. “I'm dreaming." 

“I'm not." 

“It's fantastic." 

“Sure, Lots of things are." 

“Nero Wolfe seriously thinks I— did that? Or had it done?" 

“I didn't say so. He wants to discuss it with you." 

Her eyes flashed. Her tone took on an edge. “It is also extremely 
corny. And the police? Have you kindly arranged that when Wolfe 
finishes with me I proceed to headquarters? Would you be good 
enough to phone my boss in the morning and let him knov/ 
where I am? I can't begin to tell you—' 

“Listen, Tiger-eyes." She let me cut her off, which v/as .a pleasant 
surprise. “Have you noticed me sneaking up on you from behind? 
If so, draw it for me. I have explained a situation. Your name has 
not been mentioned to the police, though they have consulted us. 
You are, let us assume, as innoeent as a cheeping chick, which you 
do not, however, resemble in visible physical aspects." 

“Thank you." The edge was even sharper. 

“You're welcome. But since the poHce are onto the Root angle 
they are apt to get a steer in your direction without us, and it 
wouldn't hurt if Wolfe had already satisfied himself that you 
wouldn't kill a fly." 

“By what process?" She was scornful. “I suppose he asks me if 
I ever committed murder, and I smile and say no, and he apologizes 
and gives me an orchid." 

“Not quite. He's a genius. He asks you questions like do you bait 
your own hook when you go fishing, and you reveal yourself with- 
out knowing it." 

“It sounds fascinating." Her eyes suddenly changed, and the fine 
of her hps. She had been struck with an idea. “I wonder," she said. 

“What is it, and we'll both wonder." 

“Sure." Her eyes had changed more. “This wouldn't by any 
chance be a climax you've been working up to? You with a thou- 
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sand girls and women so that you have to issue ration books so 
many minutes to a coupon, and yet finding so much time for me? 
Leading up, heaven knows why, and I don't care to go to heaven 
to find out, to this idiotic frame—" 

''Turn that one off," I broke in, "or Til begin to get suspicious 
myself. You know darned well why I have found time for you, 
having a mirror as you do. I have been experimenting to test my 
emotional reaction to form, color, touch, and various perfumes, 
and I have been deeply grateful for your co-operation. For you to 
pretend to imagine that the experiment we have been carrying on 
was on my part preparation for a frame-up for murder is an insult 
both to my intelligence and my emotional integrity." 

"Ha, ha," She stood up, her eyes not softening nor her tone melt- 
ing. "l am going to see Nero Wolfe. I welcome an opportunity to 
reveal myself to Nero Wolfe. Do I go or are you taking me?" 

I took her. I paid the check and we went out and got a taxi. 

During the brief ride downtown and crosstown she got more 
realistic. She said, among other things, -1 was taken in by Peter 
Root. I thought he was innocent and was being made the goat. So 
I expressed myself accordingly, and why shouldn't I? But I am 
over all that, as you know unless you are a two-faced subhuman 
Pithecanthropus, and this business about the murder of that Jen- 
sen, which I read about in the morning paper, is utter poppycock. 
Pm a working girl. After my experience with the charming, irre- 
sistible Peter I wouldn't marry a combination of Winston Churchill 
and Victor Mature. I wouldn't even marry you. I have a future. 
I intend to become the first female vice-president of the biggest 
advertising agency in the country, I never will, or any^vay not for 
years, if my name is made public as a suspect in a murder case. The 
publicity about me in the Peter Root business didn't help me any, 
and this would about finish me." 

"Don't," I advised her, "take that line with Nero Wolfe. His 
attitude toward women as business executives is a little peculiar, not 
to mention his attitude toward women." 

"I'll handle Nero Wolfe." 

"Hooray. No one ever has yet." 

I didn't get to see her try, because she didn't get to see Wolfe. 
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Since chain-bolt orders were in effect, my key wouldn't let us in 
and I had to ring the doorbell for Fritz. I had just pushed the but- 
ton when who should appear, mounting the steps to join us on the 
stoop, but the Army officer that they use for a model when they 
want to do a picture conveying the impression that masculine come- 
liness will win the war. I admit he was handsome; I admitted it to 
myself right then, when I first saw him. He looked preoccupied and 
concentrated, but even so he found time for a glance at Jane, which 
was actually nothing against him, especially when you consider that 
she also found time for a glance at him. 

At that moment the door swung open and I spoke to Fritz 
"Okay, thanks. Is Mr. Wolfe in the ofEce?” 

"No, he's up in his room." 

"All right, Fll take it." Fritz departed, and I maneuvered into 
position to dominate the scene, on the doorsill facing out. I spoke 
to the masculine model. 

"Yes, Major? This is Nero Wolfe's place." 

"I know it is." He had a baritone voice that suited him to a T. 
"I want to see him. My name is Emil Jensen. I am the son of Ben 
Jensen, who was killed last night." 

"Oh." There wasn't much resemblance, but that's nature's look- 
out. I have enough to do. "Mr. Wolfe has an appointment. It 
would be handy if I could tell him what you want." 

"I want to— consult him. If you don't mind, I'd rather tell him." 
He smiled to take the sting off. Probably Psychological Warfare 
Branch. 

"I'll see. Come on in." I made room for Jane and he followed.; 
her. After attending to the bolt I escorted them to the office, in- 
vited them to sit, and went to the phone on my desk and buzzed 
Wolfe's room extension. 

"Yes?" Wolfe's voice came. 

"Archie. Miss Geer is here. Also Major Emil Jensen just arrived. 
He is the son of Ben Jensen and prefers to tell you what he wants 
to consult you about." 

"Give them both my regrets. I am engaged and can see no one." 

"Engaged for how long?" 

"Indefinitely. l ean make no appointments for this week." 
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"'But you may remember—’' 

‘'Archie! Tell them that please." The line died. 

So I told them that. They were not pleased. The Lord knows 
what kind of a performance Jane would have put on if she hadn't 
been restrained by the presence of a stranger; as it was, she didn't 
have to fumble around for pointed remarks. Jensen wasn't indig- 
nant, but he sure was stubborn. During an extended conversation 
that got nowhere, I noticed a gradual increase in tlieir inclination 
to cast S}Tnpathetic glances at each other, which I suppose was only 
natural since they were both in a state of irritation at the same per- 
son for the same reason. I thought it might help matters along, 
meaning they might clear out sooner, if I changed the subject, so 
I said emphatically, "'Miss Geer, this is Major Jensen." 

He got to his feet, bowed to her like a man who knows how to 
bow, and told her, '‘How do you do. It looks as if it's hopeless, at 
least for this evening, for both of us. I'll have to hunt a taxi, and 
it would be a pleasure if you'll let me drop you ..." 

So they left together. Going down the stoop, which I admit was 
moderately steep, he indicated not obtrusively that he had an arm 
there, and she rested her fingers in the bend of it to steady herself. 
That alone showed astonishing progress in almost no time at all, 
for she was by no means a born dinger. 

Oh, well, he was a major too. I shrugged indifferently as I shut 
the door. Then I sought the stairs, mounted a flight to the door of 
Wolfe’s room, knocked, and was invited to enter. 

Standing in the doorway to his bathroom, facing me, his old- 
fashioned razor in his hand, all lathered up, he demanded brusquely, 
'AVhat time is it?" 

"Six-thirty." 

‘AWien is the next train?" 

"Seven o'clock. But what the hell, apparently there is going to 
be work to do. I can put it ofl: to next week." 

"No. It’s on your mind. Get that train." 

"I have room in my mind for—" 

"No." ' ; ' ' • 

I tried one more stab. "My motive is selfish. If while I am sitting 
talking to Carpenter in the morning word comes that you have 
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been killed or even temporarily disabled hell blame me and I won't 
" ’ stand a chance. So for purely selfish reasons-—” 

. ''Confound it,” he barked."Youll miss that train! I have.no 

; j :* intention of getting killed. Get out of here!” 

; I faded, mounted another flight to my room, got into my uni- 

form, and tossed some things into a bag. Boy, was he carrying the 
I banner high! My hero. I caught the train with tv^o minutes to spare. 


I¥ 

After the war I intend to run for Congress and put through laws 
about generals. I have a theory that generals should be rubbed 
liberally with neatVfoot oil before being taken out and shot. 
Though I doubt if I would have bothered with the oil in the case of 
General Carpenter that morning if I had had a free hand. 

I was a major. So I sat and said yessir, yessir, yessir, while he told 
me that he had given me the appointment only because he thought 
I wanted to discuss something of importance, and that I would stay 
where I was put, and that the question of my going overseas had 
been decided long ago and I would shut my trap about it. I never 
found out whether Wolfe had phoned him or not. He didn't phone 
Wolfe. He didn't even pat me on the head and tell me there, there, 
be a good soldier. He merely said, in effect, nuts. Then he ob- 
served that since I was in Washington I might as well confer witli 
the staff on various cases, finished and unfinished, and would I 
report immediately to Colonel Dickey. 

, I doubt if I made a good impression, considering my state of 
mind. They kept me around, conferring, all day Thursday and most 
of Friday. I phoned Wolfe that I was detained. By explaining the 
situation on Thirty-fifth Street I could have got permission to beat 
it back to New York, but I wasn't going to give that collection of 
brass headgear an excuse to giggle around that Nero Wolfe didn't 
have brains enough to arrange to keep on breathing, in his own 
house, without me there to look after him. Besides, I knew tliat 
Carpenter would have phoned TVolfe, out of courtesy as well as 
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concern, and W olfe's reaction to that when I got back would be apt 
to displease me. 

But I was tempted to hop a plane when, late Thursday evening, 
I saw the ad in the Star. I had been too busy all day, and at dinner 
with a bunch of them and after, to take a look at a New York paper. 
I was alone in my hotel room when it caught my eye, bordered and 
spaced to make a spot: 


WANTED A MAN 
weighing about 260-270, around 
5 ft. 11, 45-55 years old, me- 
dium in coloring, waist not over 
48, capable of easy and normal 
movement. Temporary. Hazard- 
ous. $100 a day. Send photo 
with letter. Box 292 Star. 


I read it through four times, stared at it disapprovingly for an 
additional two minutes, and then reached for the phone and put 
in a New York call. It was going on midnight, but Wolfe never 
went to bed early. But when the connection was made, after a short 
wait, it wasn't his voice that I heard. It was Fritz Brenner's. 

''Mr. Nero Wolfe's residence." 

Fritz, who had been with Wolfe even longer than me, had his 
own ideas about certain details. When he answered the phone in 
the daytime between nine and five he said, "Mr. Nero Wolfe's 
office." At any other time he said, "Mr, Nero Wolfe's residence." 

"Hello, Fritz. Archie. Calling from Washington. Where's Mr. 
Wolfe?" ' • . 

"He's in bed. He had a hard day. And evening." 

"Doing what?" 

"He was very busy on the telephone. Also some callers. Mr. 
Cramer. And he had that stenographer from that place." 

"Oh. He did. Using my typewriter. Do you happen to know 
whether he looked at the Star today?" 

"The Star.?" Fritz hesitated. "Not that I know of. He never does. 
There is only my copy, and it's in the kitchen." 
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''Get it, and look at an ad, a small one in a box, near the lower 
right comer on page eleven. Read it. Til hold the wire.'' 

I sat and waited. Before long he was back on. 

"I read it." He sounded puzzled. "Are you calling clear from 
Washington to make a joke?" 

“I am not. I don't feel like joking. The Army won't let me go 
anywhere. They turned me down. As you read the ad, who did it 
make you think of?" 

"Well— it entered my mind that it was just about a good descrip- 
tion of Mr. Wolfe." 

"Yeah, it entered mine too. If whoever wrote that wasn't think- 
ing of Nero Wolfe, I'll eat it. First thing in the morning, show it 
to him. Tell him it looks to me— no, just show it to him. It would 
annoy him to be told how it looks to me. Anyhow, it will look to 
him the same way. How's everything?" 

"All right." 

"The bolts and the gong and so forth?" 

"Yes. With you away— " 

"I'll be back tomorrow— I hope. Probably late afternoon.". 

Getting ready for bed, I tried to figure out in what manner, if I 
were making preparations to kill Nero Wolfe, I could make use 
of an assistant, hired on a temporarj^ basis at a hundred bucks a day, 
who was a physical counterpart of Wolfe. The two schemes I de- 
vised weren't very satisfactory, and the one I hit on after I got my 
head on the pillow was even worse, so I flipped the switch on the 
nervous system and let the muscles quit. 

In the morning I went to the Pentagon Building and started 
conferring again, but it was a lot of hooey. There wasn't anything 
they really needed me for, and I didn't pretend, even to be polite, 
that I needed them. Still it went on. By three in the afternoon they 
seemed to be taking me for granted, as if I belonged there. A feel- 
ing that I was doomed began to ooze into me. The Pentagon had 
got me .and would never turn me loose. I was on my w^ay down its 
throat, and once it got me into its stomach and the machinery 
began to chum me and squirt dissolving juice over me ... 

At five o'clock I called up alP my reserves and told a colonel, 
"Looky. Don't you think, sir, I've done all I can here? Would it not 
be advisable for me to return to my post in New York?" 
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“Well.” He lifted his chin to consider. ‘Til ask Major Zabreskie. 
He mil of course have to consult Colonel Shawn. It will have to go 
through— when did you get here?” 

“Yesterday morning.” 

“Whom did you see first on arrival?” 

“General Carpenter.” 

“Oh. Tlie devil.” He looked worried. “Then it will have to go to 
him, and he's tied up. I'll tell you what v/e'd better do.” 

He told me what we'd better do. I listened attentively, but it 
didn't register. Doomed was no word for it. I was sunk for the 
duration, possibly for life. I told him there was no great rush, it 
could wait till morning, I would ask Major Zabreskie myself, and 
managed to break away from him. I got into a corridor, made it to 
the ground floor, used all my faculties, and succeeded in breaking 
through to the open air. My trained mind and years of experience 
as a detective got me onto the right bus. Five minutes at the hotel 
were enough to get my bag and pay my bill, and I shared a taxi to 
the airport and bought a ticket to New York. Eating could wait. 

But it didn't. I did. There was no room on eitlier the six-thirty or 
■ the seven-thirty, so, with both appetite and time, I tried four kinds 
of sandwiches and found them all edible. Finally I got a seat, on 
the eight-thirty plane, and when it landed at La Guardia Field an 
hour and a half later I began to feel safe.. Surely I could elude them 
in the throngs of the great metropolis. Actually I was offering ten 
to one that by morning everybody at the Pentagon would have 
forgotten that I had been there. 

Arriving at Wolfe's house on Thirty-fifth Street a little before 
eleven, I didn't get out my key because Tknew the door would be 
bolted and I would need help. I gave the button three short pushes 
as usual, and in a moment there were footsteps, and the curtain was 
pulled aside, and Fritz was peering at me through the glass panel. 
Satisfied, he let me in and greeted me with a tone and expression 
indicating that he was pleased to see me. I saw. Wolfe was in the 
office, since the door to it was open and the light shining through, 
so I breezed down the hall and on in. 

“I am a fug — ” I began, and stopped. Wolfe's chair behind his 
desk, his own chair and no one else's under any circumstances, was 
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occupied by the appropriate mass of matter in comparatively human 
shape, in other words by a big fat man, but it wasn’t Nero Wolfe. I 
had never seen him before. 


: ■■ ■ V 

Fritz, who had stayed to bolt the door, came at me from behind, 
talking.’ The occupant of the chair neither moved nor spoke, but 
merely leered at me. I would have called it a leer. I became aware 

that Fritz was telling me that Mr. Wolfe was up in his room. 

The specimen in the chair said in a husky voice, I suppose 
you’re Goodwin. Archie. Have a good trip? 

I stared at him. In a way I wished 1 was back at the Pentagon, 
and in another way I wished I had come sooner. 

He said, “Fritz, bring me another highball.” 

Fritz said, “Yes, sir.” : ^ - 

He said, “Have a good trip, Archie?” 

Tliat was enough of that. I marched out to the hall and up a 
flight, went to Wolfe’s door and tapped on it, and called, “Archie!” 

V/olfe’s voice told me to come in, and I entered. • 

He was seated in his number two chair, under the light, reading 
a book. He was fully dressed, and there was nothing in his appear- 
ance to indicate that he had lost his mind. 

I did not intend to give him the satisfaction of sitting there 
smirking and enjoying fireworks. “Well,” I said casually, I got 
back. If you’re sleepy we can wait till morning for conversation.’ 

“I’m not sleepy.” He closed the book with a finger inserted at 
his page. “Are you going to Europe?” 

“You know damn well I’m not.” I sat down. “We can discuss 
that at some future date when I’m out of the Army. It’s a relief to 
find you all alive and well around here. It’s very interesting down in 
Washington. Everybody on their toes.” , 

“No doubt. Did you stop in the office downstairs?” 

“I did. So you put that ad in the Star yourself. How do you pay 
him, cash every day? Did you figur*^ out the deductions income 
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tax and social security? I sat do\^Tl at my desk and began to report 
to him. I thought it was you. Until he ordered Fritz to bring him 
a highball, and I know you hate highballs. Deduction. It reminds 
me of the time your daughter from Yugoslavia showed up and got 
us in a mess. Now your twin. At a century per diem it will amount 
to thirt3--six thousand, five hundred— ' 

“Archie. Shut up.'' 

“Yes, sir. Shall I go down and chat with him?" 

Wolfe put the book down and shifted in his chair with the rou- 
tine grunts. V\^ien the new equilibrium was established he said, 
“You will find details about him on a slip of paper in the drawer 
of your desk. Fie is a retired architect named FI. H. Hackett, out 
of funds, and an unsurpassed nincompoop with the manners of a 
wart hog. I chose him, from those answering the advertisement, 
because his appearance and build were the most suitable and he is 
sufficiently an ass to be willing to risk his life for a hundred dollars 
a day." 

“If he keeps on calling me Archie the risk will become—" 

“If you please." Wolfe wiggled a finger at me. “Do you think 
tire idea of him sitting there in my chair .is agreeable to me? Fle 
may be dead tomorrow or the next day. I told him that. This after- 
noon he went to Mr, Ditson's place in a taxicab to look at orchids, 
and came back ostentatiously carrying two plants. Tom_orrow after- 
noon you will drive him somewhere and bring him back, and again 
in the evening. Dressed for the street, wearing my hat and light- 
weight coat, carr}dng my stick, he would deceive anyone except 
you." 

I offered a contribution, deadpan. “I know a young lady, an 
actress, who would do a swell job of make-up on him ifr-" 

“Archie." His tone was sharp. “Do you think I enjoy this idiotic 
horseplay?" 

“No, sir. But why couldn't you just stay in the house? You do 
any^vay. I've known you not to stick your nose out for a month. 
And be careful who gets in. Until ..." 

“Until what?" 

“Until the bird that killed Jensen is caught." 

“Bah." He glared at me. “By whom? By Mr. Cramer? What do 
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/ou suppose he is doing now? Pfui. Major Jensen, Mr. Jensen's son, 
irriving.liome on leave from Europe five days ago, learned that 
during his absence his father had sued his mother for divorce. The, 
father and son quarreled, which was not unique. But Mr. Cramer 
has a hundred men trying to collect evidence that will convict 
Major Jensen of killing his father! Utterly intolerable asininity. For 
what motive could Major Jensen have for killing me, or threatening 
to?" 

'Well, now." My eyebrows were up. 'T wouldn't just toss it in 
the wastebasket. if the major figured that sending you the 

same kind of message he sent his father would make everybody 
react the way you are?" 

Wolfe shook his head. "He didn't. Unless he's a born fool. He 
would have known that merely sending me that thing would be 
inadequate, that he would have to follow it up by making good on 
the threat; and he hasn't killed me and T doubt if he intends to. 
GeneralFife has looked up his record for me. Mr. Cramer is wash 
ing his time, his men's energy, and. tlie money of the people of 
New York. I am handicapped. The men Ihave used and can trust 
have gone to war. Y’ou bounce around thinking only of yourself, 
deserting me. I am confined to this room, left to my own devices, 
with a vindictive bloodthirsty maniac waiting for an opportunity 
to murder me. I have no hint of his identity and no sniff of his 
scent." 

He sure was piling it on. But I knew better than to; contribute 
a note of skepticism when he was in one of his romantic moods, 
having been fired for that once; and besides, I wouldn't have signed 
an affidavit that he was exaggerating the situation. So I only asked 
him, "What about Captain Peter Root? Did they bring him?" 

"Yes. He was here today and I talked with him. He has been in 
that prison for over a month and asserts that this cannot possibly 
be connected with him or his. He says Miss Geer has not com- 
municated with him for six weeks or more. His mother is teach- 
ing school at Danforth, Ohio; that has been verified by Mr. Cramer; 
she is there. Plis father, who formerly ran a filling station at Dan- 
foith, abandoned wife and son ten years ago, and is said to be 
working in a war plant in Oklahoma. Wife and son prefer not to 
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discuss hiiiL No brother or sister. According to Captain Root, no 
one on earth who would conceivably undertake a ride on the sub- 
way, let alone multiple murder, to avenge him;'' 

“He might just possibly be right.” 

"'Nonsense. There was no other slightest conrlection between 
Mr. Jensen and me. Fve asked General Fife to keep Captain Root 
in New York and to request the prison authorities to look over 
his effects there if he has any.” 

“MTen you get an idea in your head — ” 

“I never do. As you mean it. I react to stimuli. In this instance 
I am reacting in the only way open to me. Tlie person who shot 
Mr. Jensen and Mr. Doyle is bold to tlie point of rashness. He 
can probably be tempted to proceed witli his program. I am aware 
that if you drive Mr. Hackett around, and accompany him into 
the car and out of it, crossing sidewalks at all hours of the day and 
night, you may get killed. That sort of tiring was understood when 
I employed you and paid you. Now the government pays you. 
Perhaps Mr. Cramer has a man who resembles you and could be 
assigned to this. He would have to be a good man, alert and re- 
sourceful, for there's no point to this if an attempt on Mr. Hackett's 
life leaves us as empty-handed as we are now. You can give me 
your decision in the-moming.” 

Fm surprised that I was able to speak at all. He had of course 
insulted me a million times, as I had him, but this was worse than 
an insult, there rvas no word for it. Coming on top of the turndown 
I had got in AVashington, which had reduced my buoyancy to a 
record low, it made me so mad that I knew Fd better get out of 
there. But I did not intend to let him go to bed feeling noble, so 
I grinned at him and controlled my voice. 

“Oka}F' I told him, “Fll think it over. Sure, Cramer Has a lot 
of good men. Let you know in the morning, Fll remember to 
turn the gong on.” 

I v/ent up to my room. 

The gong was a dingus under my bed. The custom was that 
when I retired at night I turned a switch, and if anyone put his 
foot down in the hall within ten feet of Wolfe's door the gong 
gouged. It had been installed on account of a certain occurrence 
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some years previously, when Wolfe had^ got a knife stuck in him. 
Tlie thing had never gone off except when we tested it, and in my 
opinion never would, but I never failed to switch it on because if 
Wolfe had stepped into the hall some night and the gong hadn’t 
sounded it would have caused discussion. 

This night, with a stranger in tlie house, I was glad it was there. 
I learned from Fritz that H. H. Flackett was sleeping in tlie 
south room, on the same floor as me, and on the basis of my brief 
acquaintance and my one look at him it wouldn’t have surprised 
me if he had undertaken to sneak into Wolfe’s room during the 
night and kill him, dispose of the body down in the furnace, and 
expect Fritz and me to take him for Wolfe and never catch on. 
Women and girls of appropriate age and configuration may call me 
Archie and welcome. With the rest of my fellow beings I am 
particular. The Hackett person would have had to know me seven 
years to get the privilege, and I neither desired nor intended that 
he should know me seven weeks. 

In the morning, breakfast was all over the place, with Wolfe in 
his room, Hackett in the dining-room, and me in the kitchen with 
Fritz, Afterwards I spent an hour up in the plant rooms with 
Wolfe, on the . matters we usually attended to in the office, to- 
gether. with consideration of the current problem. Wolfe asked 
if I had decided whether we should get a chauffeur for Flackett 
from the Homicide Squad. 

I looked judicious, ''I have,” I told him, “thought it over from 
all angles. Unquestionably Gramer could give us a man who 
would be my superior in courage, wit, integrity, reflex time, and 
purity of morals. But here’s the trouble— not one anything like as 
handsome as me. Not a chance. So I’ll do it myself,” 

Woffe cocked an eye at me. “I meant no offense. My inten- 
tions — ” 

“Forget it. You’re under a strain. Mr. Hackett’s life is in jeopardy 
and it makes you nervous.” 

-We got to details. Jane Geer was making a nuisance of herself. 
I understood now, of course^ why Wolfe had refused to see her 
Wednesday evening. After sending me to get her he had con- 
ceived the strategy of hiring a double, and he didn’t w^ant her to 
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get a look at the real Nero Wolfe because if she did she would 
be less likely to be deceived by the counterfeit and go to work on 
him. That meant she was seriously on his list, but I didn't take 
the trouble to inform him that in my opinion he could cross her 
off, since he would only have grunted. She had phoned several 
times, insisting on seeing him, and had come to the house Friday 
morning and argued for five minutes with Fritz through the three- 
inch crack which the chain bolt permitted the door to open to. 
Now Wolfe had an idea for one of his elaborate charades. I was 
to phone her to come to see Wolfe at six o'clock that afternoon. 
When she came I was to take her in to Hackett. Wolfe would 
coach Hackett for tire interview. 

I looked skeptical. Wolfe said, '"It will give her a chance to kill 
Mr. Hackett." 

I snorted. ""With me right there to tell her when to cease firing." 

"I admit it is unlikely. Also, it will convince her that Mr. Hackett 
is me." 

"Which still will not shorten his life or lengthen yours." 

“Possibly not. Also, it will give me an opportunity to see her 
and hear her. I shall be at the hole." 

So that was really the idea. Fie would be in the passage, a sort 
of an alcove, at the kitchen end of the downstairs hall, lopking 
through into the office by means of the square hole in the wall. 
The hole was camouflaged on the office side by a picture that was 
transparent one way. He loved to have an excuse to use it, and it 
actually had been a help now and then. 

"That's different," I told him. "If you see her and hear her you'll 
know she has a heart of platinum." 

Major Jensen had phoned once and been told that Wolfe was 
engaged; apparently he w^asn't as persistent as Jane. He had told 
Cramer that he had come to see Wolfe on Wednesday because 
on Tuesday morning his father had sho\TO him the threat he had 
received in the mail and had announced that he was going to 
consult Nero Wolfe about it; and the major, washing his father's 
murderer to be caught and punished, had w^anted to talk wdth 
Wolfe. It was Wolfe's veto of my suggestion that Major Jensen 
be invited to call, not on Hackett but on Wolfe himself, that 
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flowed me the state he was in. Ordinarily it would have needed 
[10 suggestion from. mC; since the major, in his present situation, - 
tvas a natural for a fat fee. 

V/hen I got down to the office Hackett was there in Wolfe's 
chair, eating cookies and getting crumbs on the desk. I had . told 
him good morning previously, and having nothing else to tell him, 
ignored him. From the phone on my desk I got Jane Geer at her 
office. . - : 

“Archie," I told her. 

She snapped, “Archie who?" 

“Oh, come, come. We haven't sicked the police onto you, have 
we? Let’s gossip a while." 

“I am ringing off." 

“Then I am too. In a moment. Nero Wolfe wants to see you,". 

“He does? Ha, ha. He doesn't act like it." . 

“‘He has reformed. I showed him a lock- of your hair. I showed 
him a picture of Elsa Maxwell and told him it was you. This time 
he won't let me. come after you." . 

“Neither will 1 ." 

' “Okay. Be here at six o'clock and you will.be received. Six o'clock 
today, -P.M. Will you?" 

She admitted that she would, I made a couple of other calls 
and did some miscellaneous chores. But I found that my jaw was 
getting clamped tighter and tighter on account of an irritating 
noise. Finally I spoke to the occupant of Wolfe's chair. “What 
kind of cookies are those?" ' 

“Ginger snaps." Evidently the husky croak was his normal voice. 

“I didn't know we had any."- 

“We didn't. I asked Fritz. He doesn't seem to know about ginger 
snaps, so I walked over to Ninth Avenue and got some." : 

“When? This morning?" ; . l 

“Just a little while ago," 

I turned to my phone, buzzed the plant rooms, got Wolfe, and 
told him, “Mr. Hackett is sitting in your chair eating ginger snaps. 
Just a little while ago he walked to Ninth Avenue and bought them. 
U he pops in and out of the house whenever he sees fit, what are 
we getting for our hundred bucks?" / 
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Wolfe spoke to the point. I hung up and turned to Hackett and 
spoke to the point. He was not to leave the house except as in- 
structed by Wolfe or me. He seemed unimpressed and uncon- 
cerned, but nodded good-naturedly. 

“All right/' he said, “if that's the bargain I'll keep it. But there's 
two sides to a bargain. I was to be paid daily in advance, and I 
haven't been paid for today. A hundred dollars net.” 

Wolfe had told me the same, so I took five twenties from the 
expense wallet and forked it over. 

“I must say,” he commented, folding the bills neatly and stuffing 
them in his w'aistband pocket, “this is a large return for a small 
effort. I am aware that T may earn it— ah, suddenly and unexpect- 
edly.” He leaned toward me. “Though I may tell you confidentially, 
Archie, that I expect nothing to happen. I am sanguine by nature.” 

“Yeah,” I told him, “me too.” I opened the drawer of my desk, 
the middle one on tlie right, where I kept armament, got out the 
shoulder holster and put it on, and selected the gun that was my 
property— the other two belonged to Wolfe. There were only 
three cartridges in it, so I pulled the drawer open farther to get to 
the ammunition compartment and filled the cylinder. 

As I shoved the gun into the holster I happened''to glance at 
Hackett and saw that he had a new face. The line of his lips was 
tight, and his eyes looked startled, wary, and concentrated. 

- “It hadn't occurred to me before,” he said, and his voice had 
changed too. "'‘This Mr. Wolfe is quite an article, and you're his 
man. I am doing this with the understanding that someone may 
mistake me for Mr. Wolfe and try to kill me, but I have only his 
word for it that that is actually the situation. If it's more com- 
plicated than that, and the intention is for you to shoot me your- 
self, I want to say emphatically that that would not be fair.” 

I grinned at him sympathetically, trying to make up for my 
blunder, realizing that I should not have dressed for the occasion 
in his presence. The sight of the gun, a real gun and real cartridges, 
had scared him stiff. If he ran out on us now and we had to ad- 
vertise again to find a nev/ one— my God, I had just handed him 
a hundred bucks! 

“Listen/' I told him earnestly, “you said a minute ago that you 



TROUBLE IN TRIPLICATE 


96 

expect nothing to happen. You may be right. Tm inclined to agree 
with you. But in case somebody does undertake to perform, I am 
wearing this little number''— I patted under my arm where the gun 
was— 'for two purposes: first, to keep you from getting hurt; and 
second, if you do get hurt, to hurt him worse." 

It seemed to satisfy him, for his eyes got less concentrated, but 
he didn't resume with the ginger snaps. At least I had accom- 
plished that much. Using a matter-of-fact tone, which I thought 
would reassure him, I explained that he was to go to Wolfe's room 
at eleven-thirt}^ for instructions, which would include our after- 
noon outing. 

To tell the truth, by the time the afternoon was over and I had 
him back in the house again, a little after five-thirty, I had to. main- 
tain a firm hold on such details as ginger snaps and his calling 
me Archie to keep from admiring him. During that extended ex- 
pedition we made stops at Brooks Brothers, Rusterman's, the 
Churchill, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Botanical Gar- 
dens, and three or four others. He occupied the rear seat, of course, 
because Wolfe always did, and the mirror showed me that he sat 
back comfortably, taking in the sights, a lot more imperturbable 
than Wolfe himself would have been, since Wolfe disliked mo- 
tion, detested bumps, and had a settled notion that all the other 
cars had turned out for the express purpose of colliding with his. 

When we made one of our stops and Hackett got out to cross the 
sidewalk, he was okay. He didn't hurry or dodge or jerk or weave, 
but just walked. In Wolfe's hat and coat and stick, he might even 
have fooled me. I had to hand it to him, in spite of the hct that 
the whole show struck me as the biggest bust Wolfe had ever con- 
cocted. At night it might be different, but there in broad daylight, 
and with no discernible evidence that anyone was on our trail, I 
felt foolish, futile, and fatuous, and still I had to keep alert, cover- 
ing all directions, with the gun in my hand resting on the seat. 

Nothing happened.' Not a damn thing. 

Back at the house, I left Hackett in tlie office and went to the 
kitchen, where Wolfe was sitting at the big table drinking beer 
and watching Fritz make tomato juice. His daily routine was of 
course all shot. 
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I reported, ‘‘They tried to get him from the top of the Palisades 
with a howitzer, but missed him. Pie has a little bruise on his left 
elbow from the re\'oh'ing door at Rusterman's, but otherwise un- 
hurt.'' 

Wolfe grunted: “How did he behave?" 

“Okay." 

Wolfe grunted again. “After dark we may more reasonably ex- 
pect results. I repeat what I told you at noon: you will take an 
active part in the inter\'iew with Miss Geer, but you will restrain 
yourself. If you permit yourself to get fanciful, there is no telling 
what the effect may be on Mr. Hackett. As you know, his instruc- 
tions are precise, but his discipline is questionable.' See that she 
speaks up, so I can hear her. Seat her at the corner of my desk 
farthest from you so I will have a good view of her face. The 
view through that hole is restricted." 

“Yes, sir." 

But as it turned out, I wasn't able to obey orders. It was then 
nearly six o'clock. WTien the doorbell rang a few minutes later 
and I went to answer it, glancing in at the office on my way dovm 
the hall to make sure that Hackett didn't have his feet up on the 
desk, I opened the door to find that Miss Geer hadn't ventured 
alone on the streets of tlie great city after all. Major Emil Jensen 
was there with her. 


VI 

I had the door open. It wouldn't have been courteous to slam 
it shut again and leave them on the stoop while I considered mat- 
ters, so I dallied on the doorsill. 

“Well," I said brightly, “two on one hook?" 

Jensen said hello. Jane said, “You couldn't have had that 
thought up, because Major Jensen decided to come on the spur of 
the moment. We were having cocktails." She looked me up and 
down; it was true that I was sort of blocking the way and not mov- 
_ ing. “May we come in?" 
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Certainly I could have told Jensen we only had one extra chair 
so he had better go for a walk, but if there was going to be any- 
thing accomplished by having either of those two get the idea 
that Hackett was Nero Wolfe, I would have picked him for the 
experiment rather than her. On the other hand, with Hackett 
primed only for her it would have been crowding our luck to con- 
front him with both of them; and anyway, I couldn’t take such a 
chance on my own hook. I needed advice from headquarters. So 
I decided to herd them into the front room, ask -them to wait, and 
go to consult Wolfe. 

‘'Sure,’’ I said hospitably, ''enter.” I gave them gangway, and 
when they were in, shut the door and opened the door to the 
front room. "In here, please. Find seats. If you don’t mind waiting 
a minute—” 

I had got myself headed back for the hall before noticing an 
unfortunate fact: the door from tlie front room to the ofEce was 
standing open. That was careless of me, but I hadn’t expected 
complications. If they moved across, as they naturally would, 
Hackett sitting in tlie office would be in plain sight. But what the 
hell, that was what he was there for. So I kept going, down the hall 
to the turn into the alcove at die far end, found Wolfe there ready 
to take position at the peephole, and muttered to him: 

"She brought an outrider along. Major Jensen. I put them in the 
front room. The door into the office is open. Well?” 

He scowled at me. He. whispered, "Confound it. Return to the 
front room by way of the office, closing that door as you go. Tell 
Major Jensen to wait, that I wish to speak with Miss Geer privately. 
Take her to the office by way of the hall, and when you—” 

Somebody fired a gun. 

At least that’s what it sounded like, and the sound didn’t come 
from outdoors. The walls and the air vibrated. Judging by the noise, 
I might have fired it myself, but I hadn’t. I moved. In three jumps 
J was at the door to the office. Hackett was sitting tliere, looking 
startled and speechless. I dashed through^to the front room. Jensen 
and Jane were there, on their feet, she off to the right and he to the 
left, both also startled and speechless, staring at each other. Their 
hands were empty, except for Jane’s bag. I might have been in- 


HELP ^£ALP 



I looked or mj liond and v,es surprised to see a in it I 
mnsr snotclied it from the holster automaticaily en route. 
‘"Not ltd' I said. I poked the muzzle to v.itliin an inch 
nose. "Was it?'" 

He snirred. “'Not' He felt the banel. found it cold. 

I said, "But a gun was nied inside here. Do you smell it?'* 

"Okaja Leds join Isii. Wolic and discuss it. Through there.^" I 
indicated the door to the oSce with a flourish of the gim. 

Jane started jahoeiing. but I paid no attention. She was merely 
jabbering, something indignant about a put-up job and so on. She 
was disinclined to enter the omce. but Vvdien Jensen went she fcl- 
lowed him and I brought up the 

""This is hij. Nero \N^olfed" I said. ""Sit down.^^ I was using my 
best judgment and nguied I was plajring it right because Wolfe ^^'as 
novrheie in sight. I had to decide what to do vrith them v/hile I 
found nhe gun and nia}be the bullet Jane was still tr)ang to jabber, 
but she stopped when [ensen blurted, ""Wolfe has blood on his 
headr 

I stared at Haekett. He ws standing up behind the desk, leaning 
forward "rith his hands lesring on the desk, looking the three of 
us cpei with an expression that left it open whether he v/as dazed, 
scared, or angnc or all ihiee. He didn't seem to hear Jensen's "*^^ords. 
Tvdien I did I savr the blood, on Hackett's left ear and dribbling 
down the ride of his neck. 


and shook 
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I took in breath and yelled, “Fritz!'' 

He appeared instantly, probably having been standing by in 
the hall by Wolfe's direction. I told him to come here, and when 
he came handed him my gun. “If anybody reaches for a handker- 
chief, shoot.” 

“Those instructions,” Jensen said sharply, “are dangerous if he—” 

“He's all right.” 

“I would like you to search me.” Jensen stuck his hands toward 
the ceiling. 

“That,” I said, “is more like it,” and crossed to him and explored 
him from neck to ankles, invited him to relax in a chair, and 
turned to Jane. She darted me a look of pure and lofty disgust and 
backed away as from a noxious miasma. 

I remarked, “If you refuse to stand inspection and then you 
happen to make a gesture and Fritz shoots you in the tummy, don't 
blame me.” 

She darted more looks, but took it. I felt her over not quite as 
comprehensively as I had Jensen, took her bag and glanced in it 
and returned it to her, and then stepped around Wolfe's desk to 
examine Hackett's blood. He wasn't screaming or moaning, but 
the expression on his face .was something. After Jensen had an- 
nounced the blood, he had put his hand up to feel, and he was 
staring at the red on his fingers with his big jaw hanging open. 

“My head?” he croaked. “Is it my head?” 

The exhibition he was making of himself was no help to Nero 
Wolfe's reputation for intrepidity. After a brief look I . told him 
distinctly, “No, sir. Nothing but a nick in the upper outside cor- 
ner of your ear.” I wiped with my handkerchief. “You might go to 
the bathroom and use a towek” 

“I am not— hurt?” 

I could have murdered him. Instead, I told Fritz, standing there 
with my gun, that unnecessary movements were still forbidden, and 
took Hackett to the bathroom in the far corner and shut the door 
behind us. Wliile I showed him the ear in the mirror and dabbed 
on some iodine and taped on a bandage, I told him to stay in 
there until his nerves calmed down and then rejoin us, act de- 
tached and superior, and let me do the talking. He said he would, 
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but at tliat moment I would have traded him for one wet cigarette. 

As I reappeared in the ofhce Jane shot at me, ‘‘‘Did you search 
him?” I ignored her and circled around Wolfe's desk for a look at 
the back of tlie chair. The head-rest was upholstered in brown 
leather; and about eight inches from the top and a foot from the 
side edge, a spot tliat would naturally have been on a line behind 
Hackett's left ear as he sat, there was a hole in tire leather. I looked 
behind, and there was another hole on the rear side. I looked at 
the wall back of the chair and found still anotlier hole, tom into 
the plaster. From tlie bottom drawer of my desk I got a screw- 
driver and hammer, started chiseling, ran against a stud, and went 
to work with tlie point of my knife. ^^Tlen I finally turned around I 
held a small object between my thumb and finger. As I did so 
Hackett emerged from the bathroom, apparently more composed. 

“Bullet,” I said informatively. “Thirty-eight. Passed through 
Mr. Wolfe's ear and the back of his chair and mined the wall. 
Patched plaster is an eyesore.” 

Jane sputtered. Jensen sat and gazed at me with narrowed eyes. 
Hackett said, in what he pr«^bably thought was a detached and 
superior tone, “I’ll search tliem again.” I tried not to glare at him, 

“No, sir,” I said deferentially, “I made sure of that. But I sug- 
gest-” 

“It could be,” Jensen put in, “that W’olfe fired that bullet him- 
self.” 

“Yeah?” I returned his gaze. “Mr. Wolfe would be glad to let 
you inspect his face for powder marks.” 

“He washed them off in the bathroom,” Jane snapped. 

“They don’t wash off.” I continued to Jensen, “I’ll lend you a 
magnif)dng glass. You can examine the leather on the chair too.” 

By gum, he took me up. He nodded and arose, and I got the 
glass from Wolfe’s desk, the big one. First he went over the chair, 
the portion in the neighborhood of the bullet hole, and then 
crossed to Hackett and gave his face and ear a look. Hackett stood 
still, with his lips compressed and his eyes straight ahead. Jensen 
gave me back the glass and returned to his seat. 

I asked him, “Did Mr. Wolfe shoot himself in the ear?” 

“No,” he admitted. “Not unless he had the gun wrapped.” 


102 TROUBLE IN TRIPLICATE 

“Sure/' My tone cut slices off of him. “He tied a pillow around 
it, held it at arm's length, pointing it at his ear, and pulled the 
trigger. How would you like to try demonstrating it? Keeping the 
bullet within an inch of your frontal lobe?" 

He never stopped gazing at me. “I am," he declared, “being com- 
pletely objective. With some difficulty. I agree it is highly improb- 
able." 

“If- I understand what happened—" Hackett began, but I 
doubted if he was going to offer anything useful, so I cut him off. 

“Excuse me, sir. The bullet helps, but the gun would help still 
more. Let's be objective too. We might possibly find the object 
in the front room." I moved, touching his elbow to take him along. 
“Fritz, see that they stay put." 

“I," said Jensen, getting up, “would like to be present—" , 

“The hell you would." I wheeled to him. My voice may have 
gone up a notch. “Sit down, brother. I am trying not to fly off the 
handle. I am tiffing not to be rude. Whose house is this, with 
bullets zipping around? I swear to God Fritz will shoot you in the 
knee." 

He had another remark to contribute, and so did Jane, but I 
disregarded them and wrangled Hackett ahead of me into the 
front room and shut the soundproof door. Hackett began to talk, 
but I shut him off. He insisted he had something to say. I told him 
to spill it, 

“It seems incredible," he asserted, meeting my eye and choos- 
ing his words, “that one of them could have shot at me from in 
here, through the open door, without me seeing anything." 

“You said that before, in the bathroom. You also said you didn't 
remember whether your eyes were open or shut, or where you were 
looking, when you heard the shot." I moved my face to within 
fourteen inches of his. “See here. If you are suspecting that I 
shot at you, or that Wolfe did, you have got Seas or other insects 
playing tag in your brain and should have it attended to. One 
thing alone: the way the bullet went, straight past your ear and 
into the chair back, it had to come from in front, the general 
direction of that door and this room. It couldn't have come from 
the door in the hall or anywhere else, because we haven't got a gun 




it -fcnldti't be anything abstruse, since live secends 
vrasn't !cna encnah to nrv up a Soor board or make a hole in a 


table leg, se I tded eabex places, like under furniture and behind 
cnshicns. It might be thought tliat under the circumstances I 
TOuld have been dead sure of finding it, but I had the curious 
feelina that I probably wouldn't no matter hon^ thoroughly I 
Icoked: I have ne'^et imdeistQod why. If it ^^*as a hunch it was a 
bad dat' for hunches, because when I came to the big ^•ase on the 
table between the wmdovn and peeked into it and saw something 
white and stuck my hand in. I felt the gun. Getting it by the trigger 
guard. I lifted it out. Judging by smell, it had been fired recently, 
but of Dcmse it had had time to cool off. It was an old Granville 
thirb'-dght. next door to rust)*. The white object I had seen was 
an ordinarr cotton handkerchief, man's size, with a tear in it 
thiouah which the butt of the gun protruded. With proper care 
about touching. I opened the C3dinder and found there were five 
loaded cartridaes and one shell. 

Hadcett vns there beside me, trjing to say things. I got brusque 

"■Yes, it's a gum lecentlv^ fired, and not mine or Wolfe's. Is it 
3-curs? No? Good. Okay, keep your shirt on. W ehe going back in 
there, and there will be suScient emplojmient for my brain mth- 
out interference from vou. Do not trj^ to help me. See how long 
3'ou can go without speaking a word. Just look wise as if you knew 
it all. If this ends as it ought to, youll get an extra hundred. 

m be damned if he didn't say, “Two hundred. 1 was shot at. I 
came %'dihin an inch of getting killed.” 
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I told him he'd have to talk the second hundred out of Wolfe 
and opened the door to the ofEce and followed, him through. He 
detoured around Jane Geer and went and sat in the chair he had 
just escaped being a corpse in. I swiveled my own chair to face it 
out and sat down too. 

Jensen demanded sharply, ''What have you got there?’" 

"This," I said cheerfully, "is a veteran revolver, a Granville thirty- 
eight, which has been fired not too long ago." I lowered it gently 
onto my desk. "Fritz, give me back my gun." He brought it. I 
kept it in my hand. "Thank you. I found this other affair in the 
vase on the table in there, dressed in a handkerchief. Five unused 
cartridges and one used. If s a stranger here. Never saw it before. 
It appears to put the finishing touch on a critical situation," 

Jane exploded. She called me an unspeakable rat. She said she 
wanted a lawyer and intended to go to one immediately. She 
called Hackett three or four things. She said it was the dirtiest 
frame-up in history. "Now," she told Hackett, "I know damned 
well you framed Peter Root! I let that skunk Goodwin talk me 
out of it!" She was out of her chair, spitting fire. It was spectacular. 
"You won't get away with it this time! You incredible louse!" 

Hackett was trying to talk back to her, making his voice louder 
and louder, and when she stopped for breath he could be. heard. 

". . . will not tolerate it! You come here and tr)^ to kill me! You 
nearly do kill me! Then you abuse me about a Peter Root and I 
have never heard of Peter Root!" He was putting real feeling into 
it; apparently he had either forgotten that he was supposed to be 
Nero Wolfe, or had got the notion, in all the- excitement, that he 
really was Nero Wolfe. Pie was proceeding, "Young lady, listen to 
me! I will not—" 

She turned and made for the door. I was immediately on my feet 
and after her,, but halfivay across the room I put on the brake, 
because the doorway had suddenly filled up with a self-propelled 
massive substance and she couldn't get through. She stopped, 
goggle-eyed, and tlien fell back a couple of paces. The miassive sub- 
stance advanced, halted, and used its moutli. 

"Plow do you do. I am Nero Wolfe.” _ 
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He did it well, at top form, and it was quite an effect. 

Nobody made a chirp. He moved fonvard, and Jane retreated 
again, moving' backwards without looking around and nearly trip- 
ping on Jensen's feet. Wolfe stopped at the corner of his desk and 
wiggled a finger at Hackett. 

'Take another chair, sir, if you please?” 

Hackett sidled out, without a word, and went to tlie red leather 
chair. Wolfe leaned over to peer at the hole in the back of his 
own chair, and then at tlie hole in the plaster, which I had chiseled 
to a diameter of four inches, grunted, and got himself seated. 

"This,” Jensen said, "makes it a farce.” 

Jane snapped. "Fm going,” and headed for the door, but I had 
been expecting that and with only two steps had her by the arm 
with a good grip and was prepared to give her the twist if she went 
tliorny on me. Jensen sprang to his feet, with both of his hands 
fists. Evidently in the brief space of forty-eight hours it had de- 
veloped to the point where the sight of another man laying hands 
on his Jane started his adrenalin spurting to torrents. If he had 
come close enough to make it necessary to slap him with my free 
hand he might have got blood on his ear too, because I had .my 
gun in that hand. 

"Stop iti” Wolfe's voice was a whip. It turned us into a group 
of statuary. "Miss Geer, you may leave shortly, if you still want to, 
after ! have said something. Mr. Jensen, sit down. Mr. Goodwin 
has a gun and is probably in a temper, and might hurt you. Archie, 
go to your desk, but be ready to use the gun. One of them is a 
murderer,” 

"That's a lie!” Jensen was visibly breathing; "And who the hell 
are you?” 

"I introduced myself, sir. That gentleman is my temporary em- 
ployee. When my life was threatened I hired him to impersonate 
me. If I had known the worst to be expected \yas a gash in the ear 
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I could have saved some money and spared myself a vast amount 
of irritation/’ . . 

Jane spat at him, ‘Tou fat coward!” 

He shook his head. ''No, Miss Geer. It is no great distinction not 
to be a coward, but I can claim it. Not cowardice. Conceit. I am 
insufferably conceited. I was convinced that the person who killed 
Mr. Jensen would be equally daring, witty, and effective in dealing 
with me. Should I be killed, I doubted if the murderer would ever 
be caught. Should another be killed in my place, I would still be 
alive to attend to the matter myself. Justified conceit, but still con- 
ceit.” He turned abruptly to me. "Archie, get Inspector Cramer on 
the phone.” 

They botli started talking at once, with vehemence. I watched 
them from a corner . of an eye while dialing. Wolfe cut them off. 

"If you please! . In a moment I shall offer you an alternative: the 
police or me. Meanwhile Mr. Cramer can help. One of you, of 
course, is putting all this on; to the other I wish to say that you 
might as well sit down and resign yourself to some inconvenience 
and unpleasantness.” He glanced at Hackett. "If you want to get 
away from this uproar, there is your room upstairs . , 

"I think ril stay here,” Hackett declared. 'Tm a little interested 
in this myself, since I nearly got killed.” 

"Cramer on,” I told Wolfe. 

He lifted his phone from the cradle. "How do you do, sir. No. 
No, I have a request to make. If you’ll send a man here right away, 
rU give him a revolver and a bullet. First, examine the revolver for 
fingerprints and send me copies. Second, trace the revolver if pos- 
sible. Third, fire a bullet from it and compare it both with tlie bul- 
let I am sending you and with the bullets that killed Mr. Jensen and 
Mr. Doyle. Let me know the results. That’s all. No. Confound it, 
no! If you come yourself you will be handed the package at the 
door and not, admitted. Fm busy.” 

As he hung up I said, "The number has been filed off of the gun.” 

"Then it can’t be traced.” 

‘.'No, sir. Does Cramer get the handkerchief too?” 

"Let me see it.” 

I handed the gun to him, with its butt still protruding through 
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the tear in the handkerchief. Wolfe frowned as he saw that the 
handkerchief had no laundry mark or any other mark and was of 
a species that could be bought in. at least a thousand stores in New 
York City alone, not to mention the rest of tire countrje 

"'Well keep the handkerchief,'" Wolfe said. 

Jensen demanded, ''What the devil is it doing there?'*" 

Wolfe's eyes went shut. He was, of course, tasting Jensen's ex- 
pression, tone of voice, and mental longitude and latitude, to tr)^ 
to decide whether innocent curiosity was indicated or a camouflage 
for guilt. He always shut his eyes w^hen he tasted. In a moment they 
opened again halfw^ay. 

''If a man has recently shot a gun," he said, "and has had no 
opportunity to wash, an examination of his hand will furnish incon- 
testable proof. You probably know that One of you, the one who 
fired that shot, certainly does. The handkerchief protected the 
hand. Under a microscope it would be found to contain many 
minute particles of explosive and other residue. The fact that it is 
a man's handkerchief doesn't help. Major Jensen would naturally 
possess a man's handkerchief. If Miss Geer decided to use a hand- 
kerchief in that manner, naturally she wouldn't use a w^oman's 
handkerchief. Anjway, it wouldn't be big enough." 

"You asked me to stay while you said something," Jane snapped. 
She and Jensen were back in their chairs. "You haven’t- said any- 
thing yet. Where were you when the shot was fired?" 

"Pfui." Wolfe sighed. "Fritz, pack the gun and bullet in a car- 
ton, carefully with tissue paper, and give it to the man when he 
comes. First bring me beer. Do any of you want beer?" 

Evidently no one did. 

"Very well. Miss Geer. To assu^ie, or pretend to assume, some 
elaborate hocus-pocus by the inmate^ of this house is inane. At the 
moment the shot was fired I was standing near the kitchen talking 
with Mr. Goodwin. Since then I have been at a spot from which 
part of this room can be seen and voices heard." 

His eyes went to Jensen and back to Jane. "One of you two 
people is apt to make a mistake, and I want to prevent it if possible. 
I have not yet asked you where you were and what you were doing 
at the instant the shot was fired. Before I do so I want to say this. 
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that even with the information at hand it is demonstrable that the 
shot came from the direction of that door to the front room, which 
was standing open. Mr. Hackett could not have fired it; you, Mr. 
Jensen, satisfied yourself of that. Mr. Brenner was in the kitchen. 
Mr. Goodwin and I were together. I warn you— one of you— that 
this is sufficiently provable to satisfy a jury in a murder trial. Now 
what if you both assert that at the instant you heard the shot you 
were together, close together perhaps, looking at each other? For 
the one who fired the gun that would be a blessing indeed. For the 
other it might be disastrous in the end; for when the truth is dis- 
closed, as it will be, the question of complicity will arise. How long 
have you two known each other?'' 

He knew; I had told him. But apparently they had both for- 
gotten, for neither answered. 

'Well?" Wolfe was crisp. "Miss Geer, how long have you been 
acquainted with Mr. Jensen? I don't suppose it's a secret?" 

Jane's teeth were holding her lower lip. She removed them. "I 
met him day before yesterday. Here." 

"Indeed. Is that correct, Mr. Jensen?" 

"Yes." 

Wolfe's brows were up. "Hardly long enough to form an attach- 
ment to warrant any of the more costly forms of sacrifice. Unless 
the spark was exceptionally hot, not long enough to weld you into 
collusion for murder. I hope you understand. Miss Geer, that all 
that is wanted here is the truth. Where were you and what were 
you doing when you heard the shot?" 

"I was standing by the piano. I had put my bag on the piano and 
Was opening it." 

"Which way were you facing?" 

"Toward the window." 

"Were you looking at Mr. Jensen?"/ 

"Not at that moment, no." 

"Thank you." Wolfe's eyes moved. "Ml Jensen?" 

"I still say," Jensen still said, "that it's a damned farce." 

"Even so, sir, you're one of the cast. Surely it is risking little to 
tell me where — " ' 

"I was in the doorway to the hall, looking down the hall and 
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wondering where Goodwin had gone to. For no particular reason. 
I was not at that precise moment looking at Miss Geer. But I regard 
it as— 

■'That won't help any. How you regard it. And I doubt if it will 
help you.” Wolfe poured beer, which Fritz had brought. “Now we 
are ready to decide something.” He took tliem both in. “Miss Geer, 
you said you wanted to go to a lawyer, heaven protect you. But it 
would not be sensible to permit either of you to walk out of here, 
to move and act at your own will and discretion. Since that bullet 
was intended for me, I reject the notion utterly. On the other 
hand, we can't proceed intelligently until I get a report from Mr. 
Cramer. There is time to be passed. You can—” 

Jane got up. “I'm going.” 

“One moment. You can either pass it here, in company with 
Mr. Goodwin and his gun, or I can phone Mr. Cramer, giving him 
an outline of the situation, and he can send men to get you. \^Tiich 
do you prefer?” 

Jane was doing slow motion toward the door. She didn't exactly 
take a step; it was more as if something was pulling her that way 
without her doing anything about it. I called to her without leaving 
my chair, “Listen, honey, I wouldn't shoot you for a nickel, but 1 
can easy catch you before you get out the front door and this time 
I'll wrap you up good.” 

She flung it at me: “Rati”. 

Jensen was paying no attention to us. His eyes stuck to Wolfe. 
He asked, not with any venom, just asking, “Wliich do you prefer?” 
Evidently he had decided to give us an exhibition of self-control. 

Wolfe returned his gaze. “I should think,” he' said dr)iy, “that 
you would rather stay here. As you probably know, -Mr. Cramer is 
not fond of you, and he is somewhat heavy-handed. Not that he can 
be kept out of it indefinitely, but the immediate question is where 
do you want to wait for the report on the gun and bullets, here or 
at police headquarters? It is likely to be several hours. I suggest that 
you will be more comfortable here.” Wolfe glanced at the clock; 
it said twenty to seven. “There will of course be something to eat.” 

Jensen said, “I want to use the phone.” 

Wolfe shook his head. “No, sir. Shall I call Mr. Cramer?” 
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“No.” 

“Good. That’s sensible. Miss Geer?” 

She wasn’t conversing. Wolfe waited patiently for four seconds. 

“Shall I phone the police, Miss Geer?” 

Her head went from side to side in a negative, tire way she had 
moved toward the door, as if someone or something was doing it 
for her. . 

Wolfe heaved a sigh. “Archie, take them to the front room and 
stay there till I send for you. Fritz will answer the bell. I am aware 
that it .will be tiresome, but there’s ho help for it.” 


Yes, it got tiresome, lasting as it did a full two hours. 

At first I got some diversion out of tire fact that Jane and Jensen 
showed no inclination to sit side by side on the sofa and hold hands. 
God knows where Wolfe had ever found that sofa and the velvet 
cushions; it had been there when I had first arrived. .One or the 
other of them did sit on it now and again during their restless mov- 
ing around, but not the two together. Wolfe’s poison had dbne its 
work. It was interesting to watch it. The one who had not fired the 
gun had got suspicious of the other one; and the other one, seeing 
that, obviously had it figured that if he or she tried to be cordial 
on the basis of what the hell, darling, we couldn’t be murderers, 
could we, it would be a giveaway, because the one would be think- 
ing. If I’m suspicious why isn’t he or, she? 

Naturally I ryatched for something, any kind of sign, from which 
I could get a notion who was the one and who was tlie other, but 
now I leaned one way and now the other, and got nowhere. 

At seven-thirty we were all invited tp the dining-room, but they 
wou^n’t go. When Fritz brought trays in to us I had no trouble 
dealing with my share of melon, broiled pork loin wafers, salad 
with Wolfe s own dressing, blueberry pie, arid coffee, and Jensen 
was witli me nose and nose, but Jane wouldn’t even look at hers. 

I was, I admit, in no condition to place a bet, even to risk as 
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much as a busted shoestring. The only way I could have solved the 
problem would have been to blindfold myself and whichever one 
I touched first was it. Any\vay, I was licked before I started, because 
bold and daring, which were words Wolfe had used, was putting it 
mildly. He or she had of course arrived at the house with the gun 
ready, dressed in the handkerchief, in pocket or handbag, but only 
with the idea of using it if opportunity offered, for it couldn't pos- 
sibly have been planned just as it happened. For split-second de- 
cision and action I had never seen anything to equal it. Entered 
the room. Saw, through the open door, Wolfe (supposedly) seated 
at his desk. Got hand on gun, protected by handkerchief.' Waited. 
Instant came, in about a minute, when Wolfe's eyes were closed or 
he was looking elsewhere, and also, simultaneously, the other one 
was either looking in the hall or was at the piano with back turned, 
depending on v/ho was who. Aimed and fired. When the other one 
glanced in all directions, that provided the chance to put the gun 
in the vase. 

The devil of it was, try to crack it. Unless you could make it 
fairly overivhelming by way of motive or possession of the gun or 
something else from the build-up, how were you going to get a jury 
to convict either of them? Not to mention the little item that what 
was really wanted, was a conviction not for felonious assault on 
Hackett, but for the murder of Jensen and Doyle. 

During the two hours I spoke to Jane three times, at well-spaced 
intervals, as follows: 

1. “Do. you want a drink of water or something?” 

2. “There's a door to that bathroom from this room too. Over 
there. The one from the bathroom to the office is now locked.” 

3. “r beg your pardon.” That was for a yawn. 

She neither spoke to me nor looked at me. Jensen was about as 
bad. I don't remember any two hours in my experience with a lower 
score on joviality. 

So I appreciated the break in the monotony when, a little before 
nine, I heard the doorbell. Since the door from the front room to 
the hall was also soundproof, that was all I got out of it except for 
the faint vibration of footsteps and an even fainter sound of voices. 
But in about three minutes the door to the hall opened and Fritz 
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came in. He shut the door behind him and spoke^ not very loud. 

''Archie, Mr. Wolfe wants you in the o&ce. Inspector Cramer 
is there with Sergeant Stebbins. I am to stay here.'" 

He held out his hand for the gun. I gave it to him and went. 

If the situation in the front room had been unjovial, the one in 
the office was absolutely grim. One glance at Wolfe was enough 
to see that he was in a state of uncontrollable fury, because his 
forefinger was making the same circle, over and over, on the surface 
of his desk. Sergeant Purley Stebbins was standing by the wall, 
looking official. Inspector Cramer was in the red leather chair, with 
his face about the color of the chair. Nobody bothered to glance 
at me. 

Wolfe snapped, "Your notebook.'' . 

I crossed to my desk and got book and pencil and sat down. 
"This," I observed, "is what comes of my not attending to the 
doorbell. If we didn't want company— " - 

"Pfui." Wolfe tapped a piece of paper on his desk. "Look at 
this."' 

I arose and looked. It was a search warrant. "The premises . . . 
owned and inhabited by said Nero Wolfe ... situate . . 

Wowie. I was surprised that Cramer was still alive, or Wolfe 
either. 

Cramer growled, holding himself in, "I'll try to forget what you , 
just said, Wolfe. It was totally uncalled for. Goddam it, you have 
given me a runaround too many times. There I was, with that gun. 
A bullet fired from it matched the bullet you sent me and also the 
two that killed Jensen and Doyle. That's the gun, and you sent it to 
me. All right, then you've got a client, and when you've got a client 
you keep him right in your pocket. I would have been-a goddam 
fool to come here and start begging you. I've begged you before." 

Wolfe had started making the circle again. "I repeat, sir," he 
murmured, "that your acceptance of your salary constitutes a fraud 
on the people of New York and you are a disgrace to an honorable 
profession." 

Cramer's face had reached the red of the chair and was going on 
from there. "Then," he said, "L won't try to forget it. We're going 
to search this house." He started to leave the chair. 
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''If you do youll never catch the murderer of Mr, Jensen and 
Mr. Doyle.'' 

Cramer dropped back in the chair. "I won't?" 

"No, sir." 

"You'll prevent me?" 

"Bah." Wolfe was disgusted. "Next you'll be warning me for- 
mally that obstruction of justice is a crime. I didn't say that the 
murderer wouldn't be caught, I said you wouldn't catch him. Be- 
cause I already have." 

A grunt came from Purley Stebbins, but no one noticed it but 
me. I grinned at him. 

Cramer said, "The hell you have." 

"Yes, sir. Your report on the gun and bullets settles it. But I 
confess the matter is a little complicated, and I do give you a 
formal warning: you are not equipped to handle it. I am." Wolfe 
shoved the warrant across the desk "Tear that thing up." 

Cramer slowly shook his head. "You see, Wolfe, I know you. 
God, don't I know you! But I'm willing to have a talk before I 
execute it." 

"No, sir." Wolfe was murmuring again. "I will not submit to 
duress. I would even prefer to deal with District Attorney Skinner. 
Tear it up, or proceed to execute it." 

That was a dirty threat. Cramer's opinion of Skinner was one of 
the defects of our democratic system of government. Cramer 
looked at the warrant, at Wolfe, at me, and back at tlie warrant. 
Then he picked it up and tore. I reached for the pieces and dropped 
them in the wastebasket, 

- Wolfe didn't look gratified because he was still too sore to let 
any other emotion in, but he did quit murmuring and allowed 
himself to talk. "Confound it," he said. "Don't ever waste your 
time like that again. Or mine. Can the gun be traced?" 

"No. The number's gone. It dates from about nineteen-ten. And 
there are no prints on it that are worth a damn. Nothing but 
smudges." 

Wolfe nodded. "Naturally. A much simpler technique than wip- 
ing it clean or going around in gloves." He glanced at Stebbins. 
"Please sit down, sir. Your standing there annoys me." Back to 
Cramer. "The murderer is in this house." 
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'1 suspected he was.: Is he your client?'' 

Wolfe let that one go by without even waving at it. Leaning back 
in his chair, adjusting himself with accompanying grunts, and inter- 
lacing his fingers at the Greenwich meridian on his equator, he was 
ready to. forget the search warrant and get down to business. I 
winked at Purley, but he pretended not to see it. He had his note- 
book too, but hadn't put anything in it yet. 

''The main complication," Wolfe said in his purring tone, "is ; 
this. There are a man and a woman in that front room. Granting 
that one of them is the murderer, which one?" 

Cramer frowned at him. "You didn't say anything about granting. 
You said that you had caught the murderer." 

"So I have. He or she is in there, under guard. I suppose I'll have 
to tell you what happened, if I expect you to start your army of men 
digging, and it looks as though that's the only way to go about it, 

I have no army. To begin with, when I received that threat I hired 
a man who resembles me— superficially— in physical characteristics 
to be visible, both in this house and on the street, and I kept to my 
room. Nothing occurred—" 

"Not involved, not inter— " 

"Please don't interrupt," Wolfe snapped. "I'm telling you what 
happened." 

He did so. I have a high opinion of myself as a reporter of a series 
of events, but, listening to Wolfe as an expert, I had to admit I 
couldn't have done much better. He didn't waste any wurds, but 
he got it all in. Purley nearly bit. the end of his tongue off, trying 
to get it all in his notebook, but I didn't bother. . 

, Wolfe finished. Cramer sat scowling. Wolfe purred, "Well, sir, 
there's the problem. I doubt if it- can be solved with what we have, 
or what is available on tlie premises. You'll have to get your men. 
started on the indicated lines. I'll be available'for consultation." 

"I wish," Cramer growded, gazing at him as if he were looking 
at a puzzle he had seen and worked at many times but had never 
got it solved, "I wish I knew how much dressing you put on that." 

• "Not any. I have only one 'concern in this. I have no client. I 
withheld nothing and added nothiiig." 

“Maybe." Cramer straightened up like a man of action. "Okay, 
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well proceed on that basis and find out. First of all, I want to ask 
them some questions.'" 

“I suppose you do." Wolfe detested sitting and listening to some- 
one else ask questions, especially in his own office. “And Miss Geer 
is going to be difficult. She wants a lawyer. You are handicapped, 
of course, by your official status. Which one do you want first?" 

Cramer stood up. “Fve got to see that room before I talk to either 
of them. I want to see where things are. Especially that vase." 

I was amazed to see that Wolfe was leaving his chair too, know- 
ing his attitude toward all non-essential movement, but as I went 
to open the door to the front room for them I reflected that while 
he hated hearing Cramer ask questions, under the circumstances 
he would hate even more not hearing him, in case conversation got 
started in the front room. Stebbins tagged in after them, and I 
brought up the rear. 

Jane was seated on the piano bench. Jensen was on the sofa, but 
, arose as we entered. Fritz was standing by a window, his hand with 
the gun coming up as Jensen moved. 

Wolfe said, “This is Inspector Cramer, Miss Geer." 

She didn't make a sound or move a muscle. 

Wolfe said, “I believe you've met the inspector, Mr. Jensen." 

“Yes, I have." J ensen's voice had gone unused so long it squeaked, 
and he cleared his throat. “So the agreement not to call in the 
police was a farce too." Fie was bitter, 

“There was no such agreement. I said that Mr. Cramer couldn't 
be kept out , of it indefinitely. The bullet that was fired at me~at 
Mr. Hackett— came from the gun that was found in that vase”— 
Wolfe pointed at it— “and so did those that killed your father and 
Mr. Doyle. So the field has become— ah, restricted." 

“I insist," Jane put in, in a voice with no resemblance to any I 
had ever heard her use before, “on my right to; consult a lawyer.” 

“Just a minute now,” Cramer told her in the tone he thought 
was soothing. “We're going to talk this over, but wait bill I look 
around a little.” He proceeded to inspect things, and so did Ser- 
geant Stebbins. They considered distances, and the positions of 
. various objects. Then tliere was this detail: from what segment of 
that room could a gun send a bullet through the open door to the 
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ofBce and on through the hole in Wolfe's chair and the one in the 
wall? 

Tliey were working on that together when Wolfe turned to Fritz 
and asked him, ''What happened to the other cushion?” 

Fritz was taken aback. “Other cushion?” 

''There were six velvet cushions on that sofa. There are only 
five. Did you remove it?” . 

“No, sir.” Fritz gazed at the sofa and counted. “Tliafs right. 
They've been rearranged to take up the space. I don't understand it. 
They were all here yesterday when I cleaned in here.” 

“Are you sure of that?” 

“Yes, sir. Positive.” ^ 

"Look for it. Archie, help him, I want to, know if that cushion is 
in this room.” 

It seemed like an odd moment to send out a general alarm for a 
sofa cushion, but since I had nothing else to do at the moment I 
obliged. Cramer and Purley went on solving a murder and Fritz 
and r went on hunting the cushion. Jensen watched both opera- 
tions. Wolfe watched only one—Fritz's and mine. Jane pretended 
there was no one in the room but her. / 

I finally told Wolfe, “It's gone. It isn't in here.” . 

.He muttered at me, "I see it isn't.” 

I stared at him. There was an expression on his face that I knew 
well. It wasn't exactly excitement, though it always stirred excite-, 
ment in me. His neck was rigid, as if to prevent any movement of 
the head, so as not to disturb the brain, his eyes were half shut and 
not seeing anything, and his lips were moving, pushing out, then 
relaxing, then pushing out again. I knew it would take more than 
the loss of a velvet cushion to produce that effect on him. I stared 
at him. 

Suddenly he turned and spoke, “Mr. Gramerl Please leave Mr. 
Stebbins in here with Miss Geer and Mr. Jensen. You can stay 
here too, or come with me, as you prefer, Fritz and Archie, come.” 
He headed for the office. ^ . 

Cramer, knowing Wolfe's tones of voice almost as well as I did, 
spoke to Stebbins and then- followed. Fritz and T also followed. 
So did Jane's voice. 
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‘‘Tliis is outrageous! I want—” 

I shut the door. 

\^^*olfe waited until he was in his chair before he spo 
to know if tliat cushion is on the premises. Search the 
the cellar up— except the south room; Mr, Hackett 
l3dng down. Start in here.” 

Cramer barked, "'What the hell is all this about?” 

“HI give you an explanation,” "Wolfe told him, “w 
one. Tm going to sit here and work and must not be d 
may take ten minutes; it may take ten hours. Go in 
here* go anywhere, but let me alone.” 

He leaned back and closed his eyes, and his lips star! 
Cramer sHd farther back in his chair, crossed his leg< 
cigar and sank his teeth in it. 

^ Searching the office was quite different from searchii 
room. In the first place, it was a lot bigger. Also, there 
• more places where you could hide a cushion— files, drs 
shelves, magazine and newspaper racks, cabinets, misce 
had a high ceiling, and the steps had to be used for al 
shelves and file and cabinet compartments. None of tlie 
ruled out, because the shelves were deep, and it was m 
to pull out all tliose books and slide them back again, 
at it with his usual deliberate tliorougliness, and I co 
been called a whirlwind either because I was using my 
with my hands, trying to work out how and why the fai 
ing cushion crashed into the structure like a comet : 
world. Now and then a glance at Wolfe showed me 
still \vorking, his lips moving and his eyes shut. 

Half an hour or so had passed, maybe a little more, w- 
him let out a grunt. I nearly toppled off the steps, tun 
ai: him. He was in motion. He picked up his wasteba 
was kept at the far comer of his desk, held it so that the 
directly into it, inspected it, shook his head, put it dowi 
began opening the draw^ers of his desk, all the way out, 
ing their interiors, starting with the top one on the rig] 
first two, the one at the top and the one in the middle 
didn't get him anyi:hing, but when he yanked out the dj 
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one at the bottom as far as it would go, he looked in, bent over 
closer to see better, stuck a hand in and seemed to be poking 
around, closed the drawer, got himself erect, and announced: 

'Tve found it/' 

In those three little words there was at least two tons of self- 
satisfaction and smirk. 

We all goggled at him. 

He looked at me. ''Archie. Get down off that thing and don't 
fall. Look in your desk and see if one of my guns has been fired." 

I stepped down and went and opened the armament drawer. The 
first one I picked up was innocent. I tried the second with a sniff 
and a look and reported, 'Tes, sir. There were six cartridges and 
now there are five. Same as the cushions. The shell is here," 

"Tchah! The confounded assi Tell Miss Geer and Mr. Jensen 
that tliey may come in here if they care to hear what happened, or 
they may go home or anywhere else. We don't need them. Take 
Mr. Stebbins upstairs with you and bring Mr. Hackett down here. 
Use caution and search him with great care. He is an extremdy 
dangerous man and an unsurpassable idiot." 


I had no hand in the phone call to General Fife— or rather, as I 
learned later, to Colonel Voss, who was on duty that evening at the^ 
downtown G-2 headquarters— because I was busy with the chores. 
First, with regard to Jane and Jensen. When I delivered Wolfe's 
message to them, in a few well-chosen words, they blinked in be- 
wilderment, which was understandable. Then, they , both opened- 
the valves and here came the steam. I silenced them by mere force 
of personality. 

I told Jensen, "You came to see Wolfe to get him to help catch 
the murderer of your father. He has not only helped, he has done 
it singlehanded, practically without getting out of bed. For God's 
sake, what more do you want?" 

I told Jane, "You wanted to avoid publicity as a suspect in a 
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murder case so you can be a vice-president. Wolfe has done the 
avoiding for you. As my contribution, I have made you acquainted 
with this prominent major. You should beef?” 

Naturally they voted for joining the throng in the oflEce, and their 
pose during the balloting was significant.- They stood facing each 
other, with Jensen's right hand on Jane's left shoulder, and Jane's 
right hand, or perhaps just the fingers, on Jensen's left forearm. I 
left it to them to find the way to the office alone, told Purley 
Stebbins what our job was, and took him upstairs with me to the 
soutli room. ^ 

Tt was approximately ten minutes later that we delivered our 
cargo in the office. Even though Mr, Hackett staged one of the 
most convincing demonstrations of unwillingness to co-operate 
that I have ever encountered, beginning the instant I put a hand 
on him to frisk him, only about six of the ten minutes were de- 
voted to persuading him that there were worse things than going 
downstairs. For the other four minutes I sat on him, examining 
my shin to see if his kicks had busted the skin and testing my wrist 
to decide if it was sprained, while Purley was in the bathroom 
washing blood off his cheek and neck and applying Band-Aids. 
Not that Hackett had confined himsdf to kicking and scratching; 
he hadn't confined himself at all. Purley and I did the confining. 

We got him to the office in one piece, nothing really wrong witli 
him but a few bruises, and put him in a chair. Purley took an up- 
right position right behind him, with, the evident intention of 
standing by, so I went to my desk. Jane and Jensen were on a couple 
of chairs side by side, over near tlie big globe. Cramer was as before. 

I said, “He was reluctant.” 

I'll say one thing for Wolfe, I've never seen him gloat over a 
guy about to get it. Pie was contemplating Hackett more as an 
extraordinary object that deserved study. 

I said, “Purley thinks he knows him.” 

Purley, as was proper, spoke to his superior. “I sv/ear, Inspector, 
I'm sure I've seen him somewhere, but I can't remember.” 

Wolfe nodded. “A uniform makes a difference. I suggest that he 
was in uniform.” 

“Uniform?” Purley scowled. “Army?” 
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Wolfe shook his head. “Mr. Cramer told me Wednesday morn- 
ing that the doorman on duty at the apartment house at the time 
Mr. Jensen and Mr. Doyle were killed was a fat nihvit who had 
been hired two weeks ago and didn't know the tenants by name, 
and also that he claimed to have been in the basement stoking the 
water heater at the moment the murders were committed. A phone 
call would tell us whether he is still working there.” ^ 

“He isn't,” Cramer growled. “He left Wednesday afternoon be- 
cause he didn't like a place where people got murdered. I never 
saw him. Some of my men did.” 

“Yeah,” Purley said, gazing at Hackett's face. “By God, it's him, 
I thought he didn't have brains enough to know which end to pick 
up a shovel.” 

“He is,” Wolfe declared, “a remarkable combination of fool and 
genius. He came to New York determined to kill Mr. Jensen and 
me. By the way, Mr. Hackett, you look a little dazed. Can you hear 
what I'm saying?” 

Flackett made no sound and didn't flutter an eyelid. 

“I guess you can,” Wolfe went on. “This will inferest you. I 
requested Military Intelligence to have an examination rhade of the 
effects of Captain Peter Root at the prison in Maryland. A. few 
minutes ago I phoned for a report, and got it. Captain Root was 
lying when he stated that he was not in communication with his 
father and had not been for years. ITiere are several letters from 
his father among his belongings, dated in the past two months, 
and they make it evident that his father, whose name is Tliomas 
Root, regards him as a scion to be proud of. To the point of mania.” 
Wolfe wiggled a finger at Hackett. “I offer the conjecture that you 
are in a position to know whether drat is correct or not. Is it?” 

“One more day,” TIackett said in his husky croak. His hands were 
twitching, “One more day,” he repeated. 

Wolfe nodded. “I know. One more day and you would have 
killed me, with the suspicion centered on Miss Geer or Mr. Jensen, 
or both, on account of your flummery here this afternoon. And you 
would have disappeared, probably after again complaining that you 
don't like a place where people get murdered.” 

Jensen popped up, “You haven't explained the flummery.” 
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“I shall, Mr. Jensen.” Wolfe got more comfortable in his chair. 
“But first tllat performance Tuesday evening.” He was keeping his 
eyes on Hackett. ''That was a masterpiece. You decided to kill Mr. 
Jensen first, which was lucky for me, and, since all apartment-house . 
service staffs are short-handed, got a job there as doorman^with .no 
difficulty. All you had to do was await an opportunity, with no 
passers-by or other onlookers. It came the day after you mailed the 
threat, an ideal situation in every respect except the presence of 
the man he had hired to guard him. Arriving at the entrance to the 
apartment house, naturally they would have no suspicion of the 
doorman in uniform. Mr. Jensen probably nodded and spoke to 
;3^ou. With no one else in sight, and the elevator man ascending 
' witli a passenger, it was too good an opportunity to lose. Muffling 
the revolver with some piece of cloth, you shot Mr. Doyle in the 
back, and when Mr. Jensen whirled at the sound you shot him in 
tlie front and skedaddled for the stairs to the basement and started 
stoking the water heater. I imagine the first thing you fed it was 
the cloth with which you had muffled the gun.” 

Wolfe moved his eyes,"Does that rattle anywhere, Mr' Cramer?” 

"It sounds tight from here,” Cramer conceded. 

"That's good. Because it is for those murders that Mr. Hackett— 
or Mr. Root, I suppose I should say— must be convicted. He can't 
be electroGuted for hacking a little gash in his own ear.” Wolfe's 
eyes moved again, to me, "Archie, did 3^ou find any tools in his 
pockets?” ' 

“Only a Boy Scout's dream,” I told him. ^'One of those knives 
with scissors, awl, nail file . . 

. 'Tet the police have it to look for traces of blood. Just the sort 
of thing Mr. Cramer does best.” 

"The comedy can wait,” Cramer growled. "I'll take it as is for ^ 
Tuesday night and go on from there. What about today?" 

Wolfe heaved a sigh. "You're rushing past the most interesting 
point of all: Mr. Hackett's answering my advertisement for a man. 
Was he sufficiently acute to realize that its specifications were 
roughly a description of me, suspect that I was the advertiser, and 
proceed to take advantage of it to approach me? Or was it merely 
that he was' short of funds and attracted by the money offered? 
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I lean to the latter, but I confess l am curious, I don’t suppose, Mr. 
Root, you would care to clear that up for me?” 

Mr. Root was not clearing up today. 

‘‘Very well. I can offer no inducement. In any event, having 
answered the advertisement and received a message from me, you 
were of course delighted, and doubly delighted when you were 
hired,” Wolfe's eyes described an arc, including everybody in the 
roundup. ''I invite comment, anytliing from irony to derision, on 
the fact that I paid a hundred dollars a day, to get him to live in 
my house, eat my food, and sit in my chair, to a man who had 
resolved to kill me. lean afford the invitation only because, in spite 
of that overwhelming handicap, I shall go on living and he will 
not.” 

Nobody seemed to have any irony or derision ready, but Jensen 
chipped in, 'Tou still haven't explained the flummery.” 

Wolfe nodded at him. 'I'm getting to it, sir. Naturally, from the 
moment he got in here, Mr. Root was concocting schemes, reject- 
ing, considering, revising; and no doubt relishing the situation enor- 
mously. The device of the handkerchief to protect a hand firing a 
gun was no doubt a part of one of those schemes, but it sewed 
admirably for the one he finally used. This morning he learned that 
Miss Geer was to call on me at six o'clock, and he was to imper- 
sonate me. After lunch, in here alone, he got a cushion from the 
sofa in there, wrapped his revolver in it, and fired a bullet through 
the back of this chair into the wall. He could, if he wished, have 
held the thing right against the back of the chair, and probably did. 
He stuffed the cushion into the rear compartment of the bottom 
right-hand drawer of tliis desk, having observed that the contents 
of the front of the' drawer indicated that it was rarely opened. He 
put the gun in his pocket. He kept the chair pushed back to the 
wall 'to cover the hole in, the plaster. The hole in the leather was 
not conspicuous and he took the risk of its being seen; when he was 
in the chair he covered the hole with his head.” 

‘Tf the hole had been seen the bullet would have been found,’ 
Cramer muttered. 

'T have already pronounced him,” Wolfe said testily, “an unsur- 
passable fool. Even so, he knev/ that Archie would be out with him 
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the rest of the afternoon, and I would be in my room. I had made 
a remark which informed him that I would not sit, in that chair 
again until he was permanently out of it. At six o'clock Miss Geer 
arrived, unexpectedly accompanied by Mr. Jensen. They were 
shown into the front room, and that door was open. Mr. Root's 
brain moved swiftly, and so did the rest of him. He got one of my 
guns from Archie's desk, returned to this chair, opened the drawer 
where he had put the cushion, fired a shot into the cushion, 
dropped the gun in, and shut the drawer." 

Wolfe sighed again. ''Archie came dashing in, cast a glance at 
Mr. Root seated here, and went on to the front room. Mr. Root 
grasped the opportunity to do two things: return my gun to the 
drawer of Archie's desk, and use a blade of his knife, I would guess 
the awl, to tear a gash in the comer of his ear. That of course im- 
proved the situation for him. But what improved it vastly more was 
the chance that came soon after, when Archie took him to tlie 
bathroom and left him there. He might have found another chance, 
but that was perfect. He entered the front room from the bathroom, 
put his own gun, handkerchief attached, in the vase, and returned 
to the bathroom, and later rejoined the others here." 

"Jesus!" Purley Stebbins said incredulously. "Tliat guy would 
jump off the Empire State Building to catch an airplane by the 
tail." 

"No doubt," Wolfe agreed. "I have called him a fool; and yet it 
was by no means utterly preposterous if I had not noticed the ab- 
sence of that cushion. Since tliis desk sits flush with tire floor, no 
sign of the bullet fired into the bottom drawer would be visible 
unless the drawer was opened, and why should it be? It was un- 
likely that Archie would have occasion to find that one of my guns 
in his desk had been fired, and what if he did? Mr. Root knows 
how to handle a gun without leaving fingerprints, which is simple. 
Confound it, no. It was entirely feasible for him to await an oppor- 
tunity to kill me, this evening, tonight, tomorrow morning, with all 
suspicion aimed at Miss Geer and Mr. Jensen— and disappear." 

Cramer slowly nodded. "I'm not objecting. I'll buy it. But you 
must admit you've described quite a few things you can’t prove." 

"I don't have to. Neither do you. As I said before, Mr. Root will 
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be put on trial for the murder of Mr, Jensen and Mr. Doyle, not 
for his antics here in my house. And I wish you would take him 
somewhere else. Tve seen enough of him.'' 

“I can't say I blame you." Cramer grinned, which was rare. He 
stood up. “Let's go, Mr. Root." 

After letting them out and watching Cramer and Purley manip- 
ulating Hackett-Root down the steps to the sidewalk and into 
the police car, I shut the door without bothering about the bolt 
and returned to the office. Jane and Jensen were standing side by 
side in front of Wolfe's desk, just barely not holding hands, beam- 
ing down at him. 

. . more than neat," Jensen was saying. “It was absolutely 
brilliant." 

“I still can't believe it," Jane declared. “It was wonderful." 

“It was merely a job," Wolfe murmured, as if he knew what 
modesty was. 

Nobody paid any attention to me. I sat down and yawned. Jen- 
sen seemed to be hesitating about something, then abruptly got it 
out. 

“I owe you money. I came here Wednesday to engage you to 
investigate my father's murder. Later, when the police got the crazy 
idea that I was involved in it, I was even more anxious to engage 
you, but still you wouldn't see me, and now of course I understand 
why. I may not be in debt to you legally, but I am morally, and it 
will be a great satisfaction to pay it. I haven't my checkbook with 
me, so I'll have to mail you one— say, five thousand dollars?" 

Wolfe shook his head. “I accept pay only from clients, as ar- 
ranged in advance. If you send me a check I'll have to return it. 
If you have to send one in order to sleep, send it to the National 
War Fund." 

I managed to keep my face straight. As for Wolfe's renunciation, 
his income for the year had already reached a point where out of 
an additional five grand he would have been able to keep about 
one-fifth. As for Jensen's generosity, if it is okay for males at one 
age to climb trees and turn somersaults in the presence of females, 
why isn't it okay for them at another age'to wave checkbooks? The 
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way Jane was looking at him reminded me of the way a fifth-grade 
girl looked at me once, out in Ohio, when I chinned myself four- 
teen times. 

So they settled it on a basis of reciprocal nobility, and the pair 
turned to go. Not caring to appear churlish, I went to open the 
front door for them. As they were passing through, Jane suddenly 
realized I was there and stopped and impulsively extended her 
hand. 

“I take it back, Archie. You're not a rat. Shake on it. Is he, 
Emil?" 

''He certainly is not," Emil bari toned heartily. 

"Gee," I stammered with moist eyes, "this is the happiest day of 
my life. This will make a new rat of me." I closed the door. 

Back in the office, Wolfe, in his own chair with only one bullet 
hole that could easily be repaired, and with three bottles of beer 
on a tray in front of him, was leaning back with his hands resting 
on the chair arms and his eyes open only to slits, the picture of a 
man at peace. 

He murmured at me, ''Archie. Don't forget to remind me in the 
morning to telephone Mr. Viscardi about that tarragon." 

"Yes, sir." I sat down. "And if I may, sir, I would like to offer a 
suggestion." ^ 

"What?" 

"Only a suggestion. Let's advertise for a man-eating tiger weigh- 
ing around two hundred and sixty pounds capable of easy and 
normal movement. We could station him behind the big cabinet 
and when you enter he could leap on you from the rear." 

It didn't faze him. He was enjoying the feel of his chair and I 
doubt if he heard me. 






I 


Among the kinds of men I have a prejudice against are the ones 
named Eugene. There's no use asking me why, because I admit 
it's a prejudice. It may be that when I was in kindergarten out in 
Ohio a man named Eugene stole candy from me, but if so I have 
forgotten all about it. For all practical purposes, it is merely one 
facet ‘of my complex character that I do not like men named 
Eugene. 

. That and that alone accounted for my ofhsh attitude when Mr. 
and Mrs. Eugene R. Poor called at Nero Wolfe's ofEce that Tues- 
day afternoon in October, because I had never seen or heard of the 
guy before, and neither had Wolfe. The appointment had been 
made by phone that morning, so I was prejudiced before I ever 
got a look at him. The look hadn't swayed me much one way or 
the other. He wasn't too old to remember what his wife had given 
him on his fortieth birthday, but neither was he young enough to be 
still looking forward to it. Nothing about him stood out. His face 
was taken at random out of stock, with no alterations. Gray 
herringbone suits like his were that afternoon being bought in stores 
from San Diego to Bangor. Really his only distinction was that they 
had named him Eugene. 

- In spite of which I was regarding him with polite curiosity, for 
he had just told Nero Wolfe that he was going to be murdered by 
a man named Conroy Blaney. 

I was sitting at my desk in the robm Nero Wolfe used for an 
ofEce in his home on West Thirty-fifth Street, and Wolfe was 
behind his desk, arranged in a chair that had been specially con- 
structed to support up to a quarter of a ton, which was .not utterly 
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beyond the limits of possibility. Eugene R. Poor was in the red 
leather chair a short distance beyond Wolfe's desk, with a little 
table smack against its right arm for the convenience of clients in 
writing checks. Mrs. Poor was on a spare between her husband and 
me. 

I might mention that I was not aware of any prejudice against 
Mrs. Poor. For one thing, there was no reason to suppose that her 
name was Eugene. For another, there were several reasons to sup- 
pose tliat her fortieth birthday would not come before mine, though 
she was good and mature. She had by no means struck me dumb, 
but there are people who seem to improve a room just by being in it. 

Naturally Wolfe w^as scowling. He shook his head, moving it a 
full half-inch right and left, which was for him a frenzy of negation. 

''No, sir," he said emphatically. "I suppose two hundred men 
and women have sat in that chair, Mr. Poor, and tried to hire me to 
keep someone from killing them." His eyes switched to me. "How’ 
many, Archie?" 

I said, to oblige him, "Two hundred and nine." 

"Have I taken the jobs?" 

"No, sir. Never." 

He wiggled a finger at Eugene. "For two million dollars a year 
you can make it fairly difficult for a man to kill you. That's about 
what it costs to protect a president or a king, and even so consider 
the record. Of course, if you give up all other activity it can be 
done more cheaply, say forty thousand a year. A cave in a moun- 
tainside, never emerging, with six guards you can trust and a staff 
to suit — " 

Eugene v/as trying to get something in. He finally did. "I don't 
expect you to keep him from killing me. That's not what I came 
for," 

"Then what the deuce did you come for?" 

"To keep him from getting away with it." Eugene cleared his 
throat, "I was trying to tell you. I agree that you can't stop him, 
I don't sec how anybody can. Sooner or later. He's a clever -man." 
His voice took on bitterness. "Too damn clever for me and I wish 
I'd never met him. Sure, I know a man can kill a man if he once 
decides to, but Con Blaney is so damn clever that it isn't a question 
whether he can kill me or not, the question is whether he can 
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manage it so that he is in the clear. I’m afraid he can. I would bet 
he can. And I don’t want him to.” 

His wife made a little noise and he stopped to look at her. Tlien 
he shook his head at her as if she had said something, took a cioar 
from his vest pocket, removed the band, inspected first one end 
and then the other to decide which was which, got a gadget from 
another vest pocket and snipped one of the ends, and lit up. He 
no sooner had it lit than it slipped out of his mouth, bounced on his 
thigh, and landed on the rug. He retrieved it and got his teeth sunk 
in it. So, I thought to myself, you're not so doggone calm about 
getting murdered as you were making out to be. 

“So I came," he told Wolfe, “to give you the facts, to get the 
facts down, and to pay you five thousand dollars to see that he 
doesn't manage it that way." The cigar between his teeth interfered 
with his talking, and he removed it. “If he kills me I'll be dead. I 
want someone to know about it." 

Wolfe's eyes had gone half shut. “But why pay me five thousand 
dollars in advance? Wouldn't someone know about it? Your wife, 
for instance?" 

Eugene nodded. “I've thought about that. I've drought it all out. 
Wliat if he kills her too? I have no idea how he'll try to work it, 
or v/hen, and who is there besides my wife I can absolutely trust? 
I'm not taking any chances. Of course I thought of the police, but 
judging from my own experience, a couple of burglaries down at 
the shop, and you know, the experiences of a businessman. I'm not 
sure they'd even remember I'd been there if it happened in a year or 
maybe two years." He stuck his cigar in his mouth, puffed twice, 
and took it out again. “Wlrat's the matter, don't you want five 
thousand dollars?" 

Wolfe said gruffly, “I wouldn't get five thousand. This is October. 
As my nineteen forty-five income now stands, I'U keep about ten 
per cent of any additional receipts after paying taxes. Out of five 
thousand, five hundred would be mine. If Mr. Blaney is as clever 
as you think he is, I wouldn't consider trying to uncover him on a 
murder for five hundred dollars." He stopped and opened his eyes 
to glare at the wife. “May I ask, madam, what you are looking so 
pleased about?" . 

Wolfe couldn't stand to see a woman look pleased. 
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Mrs, Poor was regarding him with a little smile of obvious 
approval. ''Because/' she said, in a voice that was pleased too, and 
a nice voice, "I need help and I think you're going to help me. I 
don't approve of this. I didn't want my husband to come here," 

"Indeed. Where did you want him to go, to the Atlantic Detec- 
tive Agency?" 

"Oh, no, if I had been in favor of his going to any detective at 
all, of course it would have been Nero Wolfe. But— may I explain?" 

Wolfe glanced at the clock on the wall. Three-forty. In twenty 
minutes he would be leaving for the plant rooms on the roof, to 
monkey with the orchids. He said curtly, "I have eighteen minutes." 

Eugene put in with a determined voice, "Then I'm going to use 
them—" But his wife smiled him out of it. She went on to Wolfe, 
"It won't take that long. My husband and Mr. Blaney have been 
business partners for ten years. They own the firm of Blaney and 
Poor, manufacturers of novelties— you know, they make things like 
matches that won't strike and chairs with, rubber legs and bottled 
drinks that taste like soap— " 

"Good God," Wolfe muttered in horror. 

She ignored it. "It's the biggest firm in the business; Mr. Blaney 
gets the ideas and handles the production, he's a genius at it, and 
my husband handles the business part, sales and so on. But Mr. 
Blaney is really just about too conceited to live, and now that the 
business is a big success he thinks my husband isn't needed, and 
he wants him to get out and take twenty thousand dollars for his 
half. Of course it's worth a great deal more than that, at least ten 
times as much, and my husband won't do it. Mr. Blaney is very 
conceited, and also he will not let anything stand in his way. The 
argument has gone on and on, until now my husband is convinced 
that Mr. Blaney is capable of doing anything to get rid of him." 

"Of killing him. And you don't agree." 

"Oh, no. I do agree. I think Mr. Blaney would stop at nothing." 

"Has he made threats?" 

She shook her head. "He isn't that kind. He doesn't make threats, 
he just goes ahead." 

"Then why didn't you want your husband to come to me?" 

"Because he's simply too stubborn to live." She smiled at Eugene 
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to take out any sting, and back at Wolfe. ''There's a clause in the 
partnership agreement, they signed it when they started the busi- 
ness, that says if either one of them dies the other one owns the 
whole thing. That's another reason why my husband thinks Mr. 
Blaney will kill him, and I think so too. But what my husband 
wants is to make sure Mr. Blaney gets caught, that's how stubborn 
he is, and what I want is for my husband to stay alive." 

“Now, Martha," Eugene put in, ''I came here to—" 

So her name was Martha. I had no prejudice against women 
named Martha. " 

She kept the floor. “It's like this," she appealed to Wolfe. “My 
husband thinks that Mr. Blaney is determined to kill him if he can't 
get what he wants any other way, and I think so too. You yourself 
think that if a man is determined to kill another man nothing can 
stop him. So isn't it perfectly obvious? My husband has over two 
hundred thousand dollars saved up outside the business, about half 
of it in war bonds. He can get another twenty tliousand from Mr. 
Blaney for his half of the business—" 

“It's worth twenty times that," Eugene said savagely, showing 
real emotion for the first time. 

“Not to you if you're dead," she snapped back at him and went 
on to Wolfe. “With the income from that we could live more than 
comfortably— and happily. I -hope my husband loves me— I hope 
he does — and I know I love him." She leaned forward in her chair. 
“That's why- 1 came along today— I thought maybe you would help 
me persuade him. It isn't as if T wouldn't stand by my husband in 
a fight if there was any chance of his winning. But is there any 
sense in being so stubborn if you can't possibly win? If instead of 
winning you will probably die? Now does that make sense? I ask 
you, Mr. Wolfe, you are a wise and clever and able man, what 
would you do if you were in my husband's position?" 

Wolfe muttered, “You put that as a question?" 

“Yes, I do." 

“V/ell. Granting that you have described the situation correctly, 
I would kill Mr. Blaney." 

She looked startled. “But that's silly." She frowned. “Of course 
you're joking, and it's no joke." 
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'^rd kill the bastard in a second/' Eugene told Wolfe, ''if I 
thought I could get away with it. I suppose you could, but I 
couldn't." 

"And I'm afraid," Wolfe said politely, "you couldn't hire me for 
that." He glanced at the clock. "I would advise against your con- 
sulting even your wife. An undetected murder is strictly a one-man 
job. Her advice/ sir, is sound. Are you going to take it?" 

"No." Eugene sounded as stubborn as she said he was. 

"Are you going to^kill Mr. Blaney?" 

"No." 

"Do you still want to pay me five thousand dollars?" 

"Yes, Ido." 

Mrs. Poor, who was rapidly becoming Martha to me, tried to 
horn in, but bigger and louder people than her had failed at that 
when orchid time was at hand. Wolfe ignored her and went on to 
him, "I advise you against that too, under the circumstances. Here 
are the circumstances— Archie, take yo.ur notebook. Make a receipt 
reading,* 'Received from Eugene R. Poor five thousand dollars, in 
return for which I agree, in case he dies within one year, to give 
the police the information he has given me today, and to take any 
further action that may seem to me advisable.' Sign my name and 
initial it as usual. Get all details from Mr. Poor." Wolfe pushed 
back his chair and got the levers of his muscles in position to hoist 
the bulk. 

Eugene's eyes were moist with tears, but they came, not from 
emotion, but from smoke from his second cigar. In fact, through- 
out the interview his nervousness seemed to concentrate on his 
cigar. He had dropped it twice, and the smoke seemed determined 
to go down the wrong way and make him cough. But he was able 
to speak all right. ' • 

"That's no good," he objected. "You don't even say what kind 
of action. At least you ought to say— " . 

"I advised you against it under the circumstances." Wolfe was 
on his feet. "Those, sir, are the circumstances. That's all I'll under- 
take. Suit yourself." He started to move. 

But Eugene had another round to fire. His hand went into a 
pocket and came out full of folded money. "I hadn't mentioned," 
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he said, displaying the pretty objects, ''that I brought it in cash. 
Speaking of income tax, if you're up to the ninety per cent bracket, 
getting it in cash would make it a lot more — " 

Wolfe's look stopped him. "Pfui,” Wolfe said. He hadn't had as 
good a chance to show oS for a month. "I am not a common cheat, 
Mr. Poor. Not that I am a saint. Given adequate provocation, I 
might conceivably cheat a man— or a woman or even a child. But 
you are suggesting that I cheat, not a man or a woman or child, but 
a hundred and forty million of my fellow citizens. Bah." 

We stared at his back as he left, as he knew we would, and in a 
moment we heard the sound of his elevator door opening. 

I flipped to a fresh page in my notebook and turned to Eugene 
and Martha. "To refresh your memory,” I said, "the name is Archie 
Goodwin, and I'm the one that does the work around here'. I am 
also, Mr. Poor, an admirer of your wife.” 

Pie nearly dropped his cigar again. "You're what?" 

"I admire your wife as an advice-giver. She has learned one of 
the most important rules, that far as life falls short of perfection 
it is more fun outside the grave than in it. With over two hundred 
thousand bucks—” 

"I've had enough advice," he said as if he meant it., "My mind 
is made up." 

"Glcay." I got the notebook in position. "Give me everything 
you think we'll need. First, basic facts.. Home and business ad- 
dresses?” 

It took close to an hour, so it was nearly five o'clock when they 
left. I found him irritating and therefore kept my prejudice intact. 
I wondered later what difference it would have made in my attitude 
if I had known that in a few hours he would be dead. Even if you 
take the line that he had it coming to him, which would be easy to 
justify, at least it would have made the situation more interesting. 
But during that hour, as far as I knew, they were just a couple of 
white-livers, scared stiff by a false alarm named Blaney, so it was 
merely another job. 

I was still typing from my notes when at six o'clock, after the 
regulation two hours in the plant rooms, Wolfe came down to the 
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ofHce. He got fixed in his chair, rang for Fritz to bring beer, and 
demanded, “Did you take that man's money?" 

I grinned at him. Up to his old tricks. I had been a civilian again 
for only a week, and here he was already treating me like a hireling 
just as he had for years, acting as if I had never been a colonel, as in 
fact I hadn't, but anyway I had been a major. 

I asked him, “Wliat do you think? If I say I took it, you'll claim 
that your attitude as you left plainly indicated that he had insulted 
you and you wouldn't play. If I say I refused it, you'll claim I've 
done you out of a fee. Which do you prefer?" 

He abandoned it. “Did you word the receipt properly?" 

“No, sir. I worded it the way you told me to. The loot is in the 
safe and I'll deposit it tomorrow. I told him you'd prefer a check, 
but he said there it was, he had taken the trouble to get it,, why not 
take it? He still thinks you'll forget to report it to your hundred and 
forty million fellow citizens. By the way, if Blaney does perform 
I'm going to marry the widow. Something unforeseen has hap- 
pened. I have an ironclad rule that if the ankles are more than half 
as big around as the calves tliat settlesdt, I am absolutely not inter- : 
ested. But you saw her legs, and in spite of them I would rate 
her~" 

“I did not see her legs. Do your typing. I like to hear you typing. 
If you are typing you can't talk." 

To humor him I typed, which as it turned out was just as well, 
since that neat list of facts, was going to be needed before bedtime. 
It was finished when Fritz entered at eight o'clock to announce 
dinner, the main item- of which was a dish called by Wolfe and 
Fritz “Cassoulettes Castelnaudary," but by me boiled beans. I admit 
they were my favorite beans, which is saying something. The only' 
thing that restrained me at all was my advance knowledge of the 
pumpkin pie to come. 

Back in the office, where the clock said nine-forty, T was just 
announcing my intention of catching a movie by the tail at the 
Rialto when the phone rang. It was Inspector Gramer, whose voice 
I hadn't heard for weeks, asking for Wolfe. Wolfe, picked up his 
receiver, arid I stuck to mine so as to get it firsthand. 

“Wolfe? Cramer.' I've got a paper here, taken from the pocket 
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of a dead man, a receipt for five thousand dollars, signed by you, 
dated today. It says you have information to give the police if he 
dies. All right, he's dead, I don't ask you to come up here, because I 
know you wouldn't, and I'm too busy to go down there. What's the 
information?" 

Wolfe grunted. ''What killed him?" 

"An explosion. Just give—" 

"Did it kill his wife too?" 

"Naw, she's okay, only overcome, you know. Just give — " 

"I haven't got the information. Mr. Goodwin has it. Archie?" 

I spoke up, "It would take quite a while. Inspector, and I've got it 
all typed. l ean run up there—" 

"All right, come ahead. The Poor apartment on Eighty-fourth 
Street. The number is—" 

"I know the number. I know everything. Sit down and rest till 
I get there." 


• II 

In the living room of an apartment on the sixth floor, on Eighty- 
fourth near Amsterdam Avenue, I stood and looked down at what 
was left of Eugene Poor. All I really recognized was the gray her- 
ringbone suit and the shirt and. tie, on account of what the explo- 
sion had done to his face, and also on that account I didn't look 
much, for while I may not be a softy I see no point in prolonged 
staring at a face that has entirely stopped being a face. 

I asked Sergeant Purley Stebbins, who was sticking close by me, 
apparently to see that I didn't swipe Eugene's shoes, "You say a 
cigar did that to him?" 

-Purley nodded. "Yeah, so the wife says. He lit a cigar and it blew 
up." 

"Huh. I don't believe it. Yes, I guess I do too, if she says so. They 
make novelties. Now, that's a novelty.'' 

I looked around. The room was full of what you would expect, 
assorted snoops, all doing the chores, from print collectors up to 
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inspectors, or at least one inspector, namely Cramer himself, who 
sat at a table near a wall reading the script I had brought him. Most 
of them I knew, at least by sights but there was one complete 
stranger. She was in a chair in a far corner, being questioned by a 
homicide dick named Rowcliff. Being trained to observe details 
even when under a strain, I had caught at a glance some of her out- 
standing characteristics, such as youth, shapeliness, and shallow 
depressions at the temples, which happen to appeal to me. 

I aimed a thumb in her direction and asked Purley, “Bystander, 
wife's sister, or what?” 

He shook his head. “God knows. She came to call just after we 
got here and we want to know what for.” 

hope Rowcliff doesn't abuse her. I would enjoy a murder 
where Rowcliff was the one that got it, and so would you.” 

I strolled over to the corner and stopped against them, and the 
girl and the dick looked up. “Excuse me,” I . told her, “when you 
get through here will you kindly call on Nero Wolfe at this ad- 
dress?” I handed her a card. The temples were even better close up. 
“Mr. Wolfe is going to solve this murder.” 

Rowcliff snarled. He always snarled. “Get away from here and 
stay away.” 

Actually he was helpless, because the inspector had sent for me 
and he knew it, I ignored him and told the temples, “If this person 
takes that card away from you, it's in the phone book, Nero 
Wolfe,” left thein and crossed over to Cramer at the table, dodging 
photographers and other scientists on the way. 

. Cramer didn't look up, so I asked the top of his head, “Where's 
Mrs: Poor?” 

He growled, “Bedroom.” 

“I want to see her ” 

“The hell you do.” He jiggled the sheets I had brought him to 
even the edges. “Sit down.” ■ 

I sat down and said, “I want to see our client.” 

“So you've got a client?” 

“Sure we have, didn't you see that receipt?” 

- He grunted, “Give her a chance. I am. Letdier get herself to- 
gether. Don't touch thatl” 
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I was only moving a hand to point at a box of cigars there on the 
' table, with the lid closed. I grinned at him, 'The more the merrier. 
I mean fingerprints. But if that's the box the loaded one came from, 
you ought to satisfy my curiosity. He smoked two cigars this after- 
noon at the ofiEce/' 

He shot me a glance, then got out his penknife and opened the 
lid and lifted the paper flap. It was a box of twenty-five, and 
twenty-four of them were still there. Only one gone. I inspected 
at close range, sat back, and nodded. 'They’re the same. They not 
only look it, but the bands say Alta Vista. There would be two of 
those bands still in the ash tray down at the office if Fritz wasn't 
so neat.” I squinted again at the array in the box. “They certainly 
look kosher. Do you suppose they’re all loaded?” . 

“I don’t know. The laboratory can answer that one.” He closed 
the box with the tip of his knife. “Damn murders anyhow.” He 
tapped the papers with his finger. “This is awful pat. The wife let 
out a hint or two,- and I’ve sent for Blaney. I hope to God it’s a 
wrap-up, and maybe it is. How did Poor seem this afternoon, scared, 
nervous, what?” ' 

“Mostly stubborn. Mind made up.” 

“What about the wife?” 

“Stubborn too. She wanted him to get out from under and go on 
breathing. She thought they could be as happy as larks on the in- 
come from a measly quarter of a million.” 

The next twenty minutes was a record— Inspector Cramer and 
me conversing without a single ugly remark. It lasted that long only 
because of various interruptions from his army. The last one, to- 
ward the end, was from Rowcliff walking up to the table to say: 

“Do you want to talk to this young woman, Inspector?” 

“How do I know? What about her?” 

“Her name is Helen Vardis. She’s an employee of Poor’s firm, 
Blaney and Poor— been with them four years. At first she showed 
signs of hysteria and then calmed down. First she said she just 
happened to come here. Then she saw what that was worth and 
said she came to see Poor by appointment, at his request, on a con- 
fidential matter, arid wants us to promise not to tell Blaney because 
she would lose her job.” < T 
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''What confidential matter?'" 

"She won't say. That's what I've been working on." 

"W ork on it some more. She's got all night." 

"Yes, sir. Goodwin gave her Nero Wolfe's card and told her to go 
to see him." 

"Oh, he did. Go and work on her." Rowcliff left and Cramer 
glared at me. "You did?" 

I looked hurt. "Certainly. Don't we have to do something to earn 
that five grand?" 

"I don't know why, since you've already got it. How would you 
like to go somewhere else? Next thing you'll be liberating this box 
of cigars or maybe the corpse, and I can't spare a squad to watch- 
now what?". 

There was a commotion at the outer door, and it came on 
through the foyer into the living room in the shape of. a municipal 
criminologist gripping . the arm of a wild-eyed young man who 
apparently didn't want to be gripped. They were both talking, or at 
least making noises. It was hard to tell whether they were being 
propelled by the young man pulling or tlie cop pushing. ' 

Cramer boomed, "Doyle! What the hell? Wlio is that?" 

The young man goggled around, declaiming, "I have a right— 
oh!" 

It might have been supposed that what had stopped him was 
the sight of Poor's body, especially the face, but his eyes weren't 
aimed that way. They were focused toward the far corner where 
Rowcliff was working on the girl. She was focusing back at him, 
rising slowly to her feet, her lips moving without opening. They 
stared at each other long enough to count ten, with everyone else 
in the room knocking off to watch the charade. 

The young man said, as if he was conveying information, "There 
you are." 

She said, as if she didn't need any information from snakes or 
rats, "You didn't lose any time, did you? Now you think you can 
have her, don't you?" 

He held the stare, showing no reaction except clamping his jaw, 
and their audience sat fight. In a moment he seemed to realize it 
was rather a public performance, and his head started to pivot, 
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doing a slow circle, taking in , the surroundings. It was a good thor- 
ough job of looking, without any waver or pause, so far as I could 
see, even when it hit the most sensational item, namely, the corpse. 
During the process his eyes lost their wild look entirely, and when 
he spoke his voice was cool and controlled. It was evident that his 
mental operations were enough- in order for him to pick the most 
intelligent face in the bunch, since it was to me he put the question. 

''Are you in charge here?'' 

I replied, "No. This one. Inspector Cramer." 

He strode across and looked Cramer in the eye and made a 
speech. "My name is Joe Groll. I work for Blaney and Poor, factory 
foreman. I followed that girl, Helen Vardis, when she left home 
tonight, because I wanted to know where she was going, and .she 
came here. The police cars and cops going in and out made me 
want to ask questions, and finally I got the answer that a man 
named Poor had been murdered, so I wanted to find out. Where 
is Blaney? Conroy Blaney, the partner—" 

"I know," Cramer said, looking disgusted. Naturally he was dis- 
gusted, since what he had hoped would be a wrap-up was spilling 
out in various directions. "We've sent for Blaney. A^y were you 
following—" 

"That isn't true!" 

More diversions. Helen Vardis had busted out of her corner to 
join the table group, close enough to Joe Groll to touch him, but 
they weren't touching. Instead of resuming their staring match, 
they were both intent on Cramer. 

Looking even more disgusted, Cramer asked her, "What isn't 
true?" 

"That he was following me!" Helen was mad clear to her temples 
and pretty as a picture. "Why should he follow me? He came here 
to—" ‘ ' 

She bit it off sharp. 

"Yeah," Cramer said encouragingly. "To what?" 

"I don't know! But I do know who killed Mr. Poor! It was 
Martha Davis!" ; • 

"That helps. Who is Martha Davis?" 

Joe Groll said, giving information again, "She means Mrs. Poor. 
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That was her name when she worked in the factory, before she got 
married. She means Mrs. Poor killed her husband. That's on ac- 
count of jealousy. She's crazy." 

A quiet but energetic voice came from a new direction. '‘She cer- 
tainly is." 

It was Martha, who emerged from a door at the far end and 
approached the table. She was pale and didn't seem any too sure 
of her leg action, but she made her objective all right. She spoke 
to the girl, with no sign of violent emotion that I could detect, not 
even resentment. 

"Helen, you ought to be ashamed of yourself. I think you will be 
when you have calmed down and thought things over. You have 
no right or reason to talk like that. You accuse me of killing my 
husband? Why?" 

Very likely Helen would have proceeded to tell her why. She 
was obviously in the mood for it, and it was one of those set-ups 
when people blurt things that you couldn't get out of them an hour 
later with a stomach pump. Any sap knows that, and Cramer was 
not quite a sap, so when at that moment a cop entered from the 
foyer escorting a stranger Cramer motioned with his hand for them 
to back out. But the stranger was not a backer-out. He came on 
straight to the table and, since the arrangement showed plainly that 
Cramer was it, addressed the inspector. 

"I'm Conroy Blaney. Where's Gene Poor?" 

Not that he was aggressive or in any way overwhelming. His voice 
was a tenor squeak and it fitted his looks. I could have picked him 
up and set him down again without grunting, he had an under- 
sized nose and not much chin, and he was going bald. But in spite 
of all those handicaps his sudden appearance had a remarkable 
effect. Martha Poor simply turned and left the room. The expres- 
sions on the faces of Helen Vardis and Joe Groll changed com- 
pletely; they went deadpan in one second flat. I saw at once that 
, there would be no more blurting, and so did Gramer. 

As for Blaney, he looked around, saw the body of his partner on 
the floor, stepped toward it and gazed down at it, .and squeaked, 
"Good heavens. Good heavensl Who did it?" 
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Next morning at eleven o'clock, when Wolfe came down to the 
office after his two-hour morning session up in the plant rooms, I 
made my report. He took it, as usual, leaning back in his chair 
with his eyes closed, with no visible sign of consciousness. Tlie final 
chapter was the details given me by Martha Poor, with whom I had 
managed to have a talk around midnight by pressing Cramer on 
the client angle and wearing him down. I gave it to Wolfe. 

'They came here yesterday in their own car. When they left here, 
a little before five, they drove to Madison Square Garden and got 
a program of the afternoon rodeo performance, the reason for that 
being he had needed to explain his absence from the office and not 
wanting Blaney to know that he was coming to see you, he had said 
he was going to the rodeo and wanted to be able to answer questions 
if he was asked about it. Then they drove up to Westchester. Con- 
roy Blaney has a place up there, a shack in the hills where he lives 
and spends his evenings and week ends thinking up novelties, and 
they had a date to see him there and discuss things. Mrs. 
Poor had persuaded Poor to go, thinking they might reach an 
agreement, but Poor hadn't wanted to, and on tlie way up he 
balked, so they stopped at a place near Scarsdale, Monty's Tavern, 
to debate. Poor won . the debate. He wouldn't go. She left him at the 
tavern and went on to Blaney's place alone. The date was for six- 
fifteen and she got there right on the dot. Are you awake?" 

He grunted. . 

I went on, "Blaney wasn't there. He lives alone, and the doors 
were locked. She waited around and got cold. At ten minutes to 
seven she beat it back to the tavern. She and Poor ate dinner there, 
then drove back to town, put the car in tlie garage, and went 
home. Poor had had no cigar after dinner because they hadn't had 
his brand at the tavern and he wouldn't smoke anything else. He 
has been smoking Alta Vistas for years, ten to fifteen a day. So he 
hung up his hat and opened a fresh box. She didn't see him do it 
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because she was in the bathroom. She heard the sound of the ex- 
plosion, not very loud, and ran out and there he was. She phoned 
downstairs, and the elevator man and hall man came and phoned 
for a doctor and the police. Still av/ake?’' 

He grunted again. 

''Okay. Thaf s it. WTien I returned to the living room everyone 
had left, including Poor's leftovers. Some friend had come to spend 
the night, and of course there was a cop out in the hall. When I 
got home you were in bed, snoring." 

He had long ago quit bothering to deny that he snored. Now 
he didn't bother about anything, but just sat there. I resumed 
with the plant records. Noon’ came and went, and still he was 
making no visible effort to e:am five thousand dollars, or even five 
hundred. 

Finally he heaved a sigh, almost opened his eyes, and told me, 
"You say the face was unrecognizable." 

"Yes, sir. As I described it." 

"From something concealed in a cigar. Next to incredible. Phone 
Mr. Cramer. Tell him it is important that the identity of the 
corpse' be established beyond question. Also that I want to see 
a photograph of Mr. Poor while still intact." 

I goggled at him. "For God's sake, what do you think? That 
she doesn't know her own husband? She came home with him. 
Now really. The old insurance gag? Your mind's in a rut. I will not 
phone Mr. Cramer merely to put myself on the receiving end of a 
horse laugh." 

"Be quiet. Let me alone. Phone Mr. Cramer." 

And that was all. Apparently he thought he had earned his fee. 
No instructions to go get Helen Vardis or Joe Groll or Blaney or 
even Martha Poor. When I phoned Gramer he didn't laugh, but 
that was only because he had stopped laughing at Nero Wolfe some 
time back. I gritted my teeth and went on with the plant records. 

At lunch he discussed Yugoslav politics. That was all right, be- 
cause he never talked business at the table, but when, back in the 
office, he went through the elaborate operations of getting himself 
settled with the atlas, I decided to apply spurs and sink them deep. 

I arose and confronted him and announced, "I resign." 
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He muttered testily without looking up, '"Nonsense. Do your 
work.'' 

“No, sir. I'm going upstairs to pack. If you're too lazy to wiggle 
a finger, very well, that's not news. But you could at least send me 
to the public library to look up the genealogy—" 

“Confound iti" He glared at me. “I engaged to give that infor- 
mation to the police and have done so. Also to take any further 
action that might seem to me advisable. I have done that." 

“Do you mean you're through with the case?" 

“Certainly, not. I haven't even started, because there's nothing 
to start on. Mr. Cramer may do the job himself, or he may not. 
I hope he does. If you don't want to work, go to a movie." 

I went upstairs to my room and tried to read a book, knowing 
it wouldn't work because I can never settle down when a murder 
case is on. So I returned to the office and rattled papers, but even 
that didn't faze him. At four o'clock, when he went up to the 
plant rooms, I went to the corner and got afternoon papers, but 
there was nothing in them but the usual crap. When he came.down 
again at six it was more of the same, and I went out for a walk to 
keep from throwing a chair at him, and stayed until dinnertime. 
After dinner I went to a movie, and when I got home a little after 
eleven and found him sitting drinking beer and reading a maga- 
zine, I went upstairs to bed without saying good night. 

Next morning, Thursday, there wasn't a peep out of him before 
nine o'clock, the time he went up to the damn orchids. When 
Fritz came down with the breakfast tray from Wolfe's room, with 
nothing left on the dishes to wash off. Tasked him, “How's the 
pet mammoth?" 

/ “Very difficult," Fritz said in a satisfied tone. “Refrognd. Always 
in the morning. Healthy." 

I read the papers and had more coffee. 

When Wolfe came down to the office at eleven I greeted him 
with a friendly suggestion. “Look," I said, "you're an expert on 
murder. But this Poor murder bores you because you've already 
collected your fee. So how about this?" I spread the morning 
Gazette on his desk and. indicated. "Absolutely Grade A. Man's 
naked body found in an old orchard off a lonely lane four miles 
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from White Plains, head crushed to a pancake, apparently by a 
car running square over him. It offers many advantages to a great 
detective like you. It might be Hitler, since his body has never been 
found. It is in a convenient neighborhood, easily reached by train, 
bus, or auto, electric lights and city gas. The man has been dead 
at least thirty-six hours, counting from now, so it has the antique 
quality you like, with the clues all — '' 

In another minute I would have had him sputtering with fury, 
but the doorbell rang. ''Study it,'' I told him, and went to the hall 
and the front and, following routine, fingered, the curtain edge aside 
for a look through the glass panel. 

After one brief glance I went back to the office and told Wolfe 
casually, "It's only Cramer. To hell with him. Since he's working 
on the Poor case and you're not interested—" 

"Archie. Confound you. Bring him in." 

The bell was ringing again, and that irritates' me, so P went and 
got him. He was wearing his raincoat and his determined look. I 
relieved him of the former in the hall and let him take the latter 
on into the office. When I joined them Cramer was lowering him- 
self into the red leather chair and telling Wolfe, "I dropped in on 
my way uptown because I thought it was only fair since you gave 
me that information, I think I'm going to arrest your client on a 
charge of murder.'' 

I sat down and felt at home. 


, w 

Wolfe grunted. He leaned back in his chair, got his fingertips 
touching in the locality of his belly button, and said offensively, 
"Nonsense. You can't arrest my client on, any charge whatever. 
My chent is dead. By the way, is he? Has the corpse been properly 
identified?" 

Cramer nodded. "Certainly. With a face hke that it’s routine. 
Barber, dentist, and doctor— they're the experts. Wiry, what did 
you think it was, an insurance fake?" 
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"'I didn't think. Then you can't arrest my client.” 

''Goodwin says Mrs. Poor is your client." 

"Mr. Goodwin is impulsive. You read that receipt. So you're 
going to charge Mrs. Poor?" 

“I think I am,” 

"Indeed." 

Cramer scowled at him. "Don't indeed me. Goddam it, didn't 
I take the trouble to stop and tell you about it?" 

"Go ahead and tell me." 

"Very well." Cramer screwed up his lips, deciding where to 
start. "First I'd appreciate an answer to a question. "What is this 
identity angle anyhow? There's not the slightest doubt it was 
Poor. Not only the corpse itself, other things, like the elevator 
man that took them up when tliey came home, and the people up 
at the tavern where they ate dinner. He was known tliere. And w^hat 
did you want a photograph for?" 

"Did you bring one?" 

"No. Apparently there aren't any. I wasn't interested after the 
dentist and barber verified the corpse, but I understand the papers 
had to settle for sketches drawn from descriptions. One reason I 
came here, what's your idea doubting the identity of the corpse?" 

Wolfe shook his head. "Evidently silly, since you're ready to 
take Mrs. Poor. You were telling me ..." 

"Yeah. Of course Goodwin told you about the box of cigars." 

"Something." 

"Well, that was it all right. Poor smoked about a box every two 
days, boxes of twenty-five. He bought them, ten boxes at a time, 
from a place on Varick Street near his office and factory. There 
were four unopened boxes in his apartment and they're okay. The 
one he started on when he got home Tuesday night— -tlie twenty- 
four left in it are all loaded. Any one of them would have killed 
him t>vo seconds after he lit it." 

Wolfe muttered, "That's hard to believe—inside a cigar-—" 

"Right. I thought so too. The firm of Blaney and Poor has 
been making trick cigars for years, but they're harmless, all they 
do is phut and make you jump. What's in these twenty-four is 
anything but harmless— a special kind of instantaneous fuse the 
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size of an ordinary thread, and a very special explosive capsule 
that was invented during the war and is still on the secret list. Even 
this is confidential, it’s made by the Beck Products Corporation, 
and their men and the FBI are raising hell trying to find out how 
this murderer got hold of them. That’s not for publication.” 

“I’m not a publisher.” 

“Okay.” Cramer got a cigar from his pocket, gazed at it with 
an attention that was not his habit, bit off an end, and lit it. Wolfe 
and I watched the operation, which we had both seen Cramer 
perform at least two hundred times, as if there was something 
very interesting about it. 

“Of course,” Wolfe remarked, “the Alta Vista people deny all 
knowledge.” 

“Sure. We let them analyze five of the twenty-four, after re- 
moving the fuses and capsules, and they say the fillers are theirs 
but the wrappers are not. They say whoever sliced them open 
and inserted the things and rewrapped them was an expert, and 
•anyhow, anybody could see that.” Cramer sank his teeth deeper 
in his cigar. “Now then. There are six people connected with 
Blaney and Poor who are good at making trick cigars. Four of 
them are mixed up in this. Helen Vardis is one of their most 
highly, skilled workers. Joe Groll is the foreman and can do any- 
thing. Blaney is the best of all, he shows them how. And Mrs. 
Poor worked tliere for four years when she was Martha Davis, up 
to two years ago when she married Poor.” 

Wolfe shuddered. “Six people good at making trick cigars. 
Couldn t the murder have been a joint enterprise? Couldn’t you 
convict all of them?” 


I don t appreciate Jokes about murder,” Cramer said morosely. 

I wish I could. It’s a defect of character. As for getting the loaded 
cigars into Poor s apartment, that also is wide open. He always 
had them delivered to his office, and the package would lie around 
there, sometimes as long as two or three days, until he took it 
home. So anybody might have substituted the loaded box. But 
now about Mrs. Poor. How do you like tliis? Naturally we gave 
the cigars and tlie box everything we had. It was a very neat job. 
But underneath the cigars we found two human hairs, one five 
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inches long and one six and a half inches. V/e have compared 
them with hairs taken from various heads. Those two came from 
the head of Mrs. Poor. Unquestionably. So I think Til charge her.^' 

Wolfe grunted and shut his eyes. 

I asked, perfectly friendly, ^^Hairs don't have arches and loops 
and whorls, do they. Inspector?" 

“Nuts." He glared at me. “Where's your laboratory?" 

Wolfe's eyes half opened. “I wouldn't do it if I were you, Mr. 
Cramer." , 

“Oh." Pie glared at Wolfe. “You wouldn't." 

“No, sir. Let me put it this way." V/olfe maneuvered himself 
into position for an uplift and got to his feet. “You have her on 
trial. The hairs have been placed in evidence. I am the defense 
attorney. I am speaking to the jury." 

Wolfe fixed his eyes on me. “Ladies and gentlemen, I respect 
your intelligence. The operation of turning those cigars into deadly 
bombs has been described to you as one requiring the highest de- 
gree of skill and the minutest attention. Deft fingers and perfect, 
eyesight were essential. Since the slightest irregularit}^ about the 
appearance of that box of cigars might have attracted the attention 
of a veteran smoker, you can imagine the anxious scrutiny with 
which each cigar was inspected as it was arranged in the box. And 
you can realize how incredible it is that such a person, so intently 
engaged on anything and everything the eye could see, could pos- 
sibly have been guilty of such atrocious carelessness as to leave two 
of the hairs of her head in that box with those cigars. Ladies and 
gentlemen, I appeal to your intelligence! I put it to you that those 
hairs, far from being evidence that Martha Poor killed her husband, 
are instead' evidence that Martha Poor did not kill her husband!" 

Wolfe sat down and muttered, “Then they acquit her, and 
v/hom do you charge next?" 

Cramer growled, "'So she is your client after all." 

“No, sir, she is not. It was Mr. Poor who paid me. You said 
you came here because you wanted to be fair.' Pfui. You came here 
because you had misgivings. You had them because you are not 
a ninny. A jury would want to know, anyone concerned would 
want to know, if those hairs did not get in the box through Mrs. 
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Poofs carelessness, how did they get there? Who has had access 
to Mrs. Poofs head or hairbrush. Manifestly that is a forlorn 
hope. The best chance, I would say, is the explosive capsules. 
Discover the tiniest link between anyone of the Beck Products 
Corporation and one of your suspects, and you have it, if not your 
case, at least your certainty. On that I couldn't help, since I am 
no longer connected with the War Department. You can't convict 
anybody at all, let alone Mrs. Poor, without an explanation of 
how he got the capsules. By the way, what about motive? Mrs. 
Poor was tired of smelling the smoke from her husband's cigars, 
perhaps?" 

“No. Poor was a tightwad and she wanted money. She gets 
the whole works plus a hundred thousand insurance./ Or according 
to that girl, Helen Vardis, she wanted Joe Groll and now they 11 
get married." 

“Proof?" 

. “Oh, talk.” Cramer looked frustrated. “It goes away back to 
when Mrs. Poor was working there. Til tell you this, whether she's 
your client or not. Naturally we've been having conversation with 
everybody at Blaney . and Poofs, both ofEce and factory. The 
females all go thumbs down on her, the idea being that she's a 
man-eater. The males, just the opposite. According to them, she's 
as pure as soap. Gld-fashioned stick candy. If you ask me,, another 
good reason for charging her." 

“Specifications? By the females?" 

“No. None. But it's unanimous." 

“It would be.” Wolfe waved it away with a finger. “She married 
the proprietor, and women never forgive a woman for marrying a 
proprietor.” He frowned. “Another thing, Mr. Cramer, about a 
jury. As you know, I am strongly disinclined to leave this house 
for any purpose whatever. ! detest the idea, of leaving it, to go to 
. a courtroom and sit for hours on tliose wooden abominations they 
think are seats, and the thing they provide for witnesses, is even 
worse. I would strain a point to avoid that experience; but if it 
can't be avoided Mr. Goodwin and I shall have to testify that 
Mr. Poor sat in that chair and told us of his conviction that Mr. 
Blaney was going to kill him. You know juries; ;you know how that 


INSTEAD OF EVIDENCE 


151 

would affect them. Suppose, again, tliat I am the defense attorney 
and™” 

God help us, I thought, he's going to address the jur}^ again. 
But I got a break in the fonn of an excuse to skip it when the 
doorbell rang. Winking at Cramer as I passed him on my way to 
the hall, I proceeded to tire front door and took a peek. 'Wliat I 
saw seemed to call for finesse, so I opened the door just enough 
to slip through out to the stoop, shut the door behind me, and 
said, “Hello, let's have a little conference.” 

Conroy Blaney squeaked at me, “What's the idea?” 

I grinned at him amiably. “A policeman named Cramer is in 
Mr. Wolfe's office having a talk, and I thought ma)^be you had 
had enough of him for a while. Unless you're tailing him?” 

“Inspector Cramer?” - 

I don't know how he did it. Basically and visibly he was a chin- 
less bald-headed runt, and his voice sounded like a hinge that 
needed oil, but there was something in the way he said Inspector 
Cramer that gave the double impression that (a) there was a 
rumor going around that Cramer did not actually exist, and (b) 
that if he did exist Conroy Blaney could make him stop existing 
by lifting a finger if he wanted to. I regarded him with admiration. 

“Yes,” I said. “Are you tailing him?” 

“Good heavens,. no. I want to see Nero Wolfe.” 

“Okay, then follow me, and after we are inside, don't talk. Get 
it?” 

“I want to see Nero Wolfe immediately.” 

“Will you follow instructions or won't you? Do you also want 
to see Cramer?” 

“Very well, open the door.” 

As I inserted my key I was telling myself, murderer or not, I 
am going to be wishing this specimen was big enough to plug in 
the jaw before this is finished. He did, however, obey orders. I 
conducted him into the front room, the door connecting it with 
the office being closed, left him there on a chair, and went back 
by way of the hall. 

“It can wait,” I told V/olfe. “The man from Plehn's with the 
Dendrobiums.” I 
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But a minute later Cramer was standing up to go. Knowing 
how suspicious he was, as well as how many good reasons he had 
had for being suspicious on those premises, and also knowing how 
cops in general love to open doors that don't belong to them just 
to stick a head in, I escorted him to the front and let him out, 
then returned to the office and told Wolfe who the company was. 

Wolfe frowned. ''What does he want?” 

“I think he wants to confess. I warn you, his squeak will get on 
your nerves.” 

"Bring him in.” 


I expected to enjoy it and I did, only it didn't last long. Blaney 
started off by rejecting the red leather chair and choosing one of 
the spares, which irritated both of us, since we like our routine. 

Perched on it, he began, "I was thinking bn my way here, fate 
has thrown us together, Wolfe. You dominate your field and I 
dominate mine. We were bound to meet." 

It caught Wolfe so completely off balance that he only mub 
tered sarcastically, "Your field.” .. 

"That's right.” In profile, from where I sat, Blaney looked like 
a gopher. "I am supreme. I imagine you and I are alike in more 
ways than one. Now I like to see things done in an orderly man- 
ner. So' do you, don't you?” 

Wolfe was speechless. But Blaney, obviously not giving a dainn 
how he was, went on, "So first I'll give you my four reasons for 
coming here and then we can take them up one at a time. One: 
I want a copy of the report you gave the police of what Gene 
Poor and Martha, his wife, told you about me. Two: discussion 
of whether your giving that report to the police was publication 
of a libel, and whether your withdrawal of it will satisfy me. Three: 
description of several methods , by which I could kill a man with- 
out the slightest chance of detection. Four: a proposal to make 
an orchid, guaranteed exclusive to you, an imitation orchid plant 
in a. pot, growing and blooming, that would talkl When the pot 
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was lifted it would say distinctly, 'Orchids to youf or anything 
of similar length.” 

"Good heavens,” Wolfe muttered incredulously. 

Blaney nodded with satisfaction. "I knew we would have many 
things in common. Tliat's my favorite expression, I use it all the 
time— good heavens. But you- probably want to know where I 
stand, I would if I were you. I did not come here because of any 
fear on my own account. There is not the remotest chance of 
my safety being endangered. But Tuesday evening up at Gene's 
apartment I heard a man saying to another man— I presume they 
were detectives— something about Mrs. Poor being Nero Wolfe's 
client and in that case Mrs. Poor was as good as out of it, and Nero 
Wolfe had decided on Blaney and if so Blaney might as well 
get his leg shaved for the electrode. I knew that might be just 
talk, but I really think it would be a shame for you to make your- 
self ridiculous, and I don't think you want to. I'm willing to take 
this trouble. You're not a man to reach a conclusion without 
reasons. That wouldn't be scientific, and you and I are both scien- 
tists. Tell me your reasons, one by one, and I'll prove they're no 
good. Go ahead.” 

"Archie.” Wolfe looked at me. "Get him out of here.” 

There wasn't the slightest indication from Blaney that anyone 
had said anything except him, and I was too fascinated to move. 

Blaney went on, "The truth is, you have no reasons. The fact 
that Gene was afraid I would kill him 'proves nothing. Pie was a 
born coward. I did describe to him some of the methods by which 
I could kill a man without detection, but that was merely to im- 
press upon him the fact that he continued to own half of tlie 
business by my sufferance and therefore my offer of twenty thou- 
sand dollars for his half was an act of generosity. I wouldn't con- 
descend to kill a man. No man is worth that much to me, or that 
little.” 

As he went on his squeak showed a tendency to hoarsen, 

"So you have no reasons. I suspected you didn't, but if you did 
I wanted to answer them. We can go back to my one, two, and 
three later, but right now about this talking orchid. When'*! 
get hold of a creative idea I can't concentrate on anything else. 
You will have to give me three or four orchid plants, to work from, 
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and they ought to be your favorite plants. And here's the stroke 
of genius, I was saving this, the voice that does the talking will be 
—your voice! Whoever you send it to, preferably a lady, she will 
lift the pot, suspecting nothing, and your own voice, the voice of 
Nero Wolfe, will say to her, Orchids to you! Probably she'll drop 
the pot. But—" 

He had performed a miracle. I saw it with my own eyes, Nero 
Wolfe fleeing in haste from his own office. He had chased many a 
fellow being from that room, but that was the first time he had 
ever himself been chased. It became evident that he wasn't even 
going to risk staying on that floor when the sound was heard of 
the door of his elevator banging open and shut. 

I told Blaney, '"Overlook it. tie's eccentric." 

Blaney said, "So am 1." 

I nodded. "Geniuses are." 

Blaney was frowning. "Does he really think I killed Gene Poor?" 

"Yeah. He does now." 

"Why now?" 

I waved it away. "Forget it. I'm eccentric too," 

Blaney was still frowning. "There's another possibility. The 
idea of the orchid having his voice doesn't appeal to him. Then 
how about its having your voice? You have a good baritone voice. 
I would let you have it at cost, and you could give it to him for 
Ghristmas. Let's see how it would sound. Say it in a medium tone, 
Orchids to you — " 

The house phone buzzed, and I swung my chair around and 
took it. It was Wolfe, on his room extension. 

"Archie. Is that man gone?" 

*"No, sir. Pie wants me—" 

"Get him out of there at once. Phone Saul and tell him to come 
here as soon as possible." 

"Yes, sir." 

The line went dead. So he had actually been stirred up enough 
to blow some dough on the case. Saul Panzer, being merely the 
best all-round investigator west of Nantucket, not counting me, 
came to twenty bucks a day plus expenses. 

To get Blaney out I nearly had to carry him. 
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As luck would have it, Saul Panzer was not to be had at the 
moment. Since he was free-lancing, you never knew. I finally got 
it that he was out on Long Island on a job for x\tlantic and left 
word for him to call. He did so around three and said he would 
be able to get to the office soon after six o’clock. 

It became obvious tliat to Wolfe, who had been stirred up, 
money was no object, since he blew another dollar and eighbv 
cents on a phone call to Washington. I got it through without 
any trouble to General Carpenter, head of G-2, under whom 
I had been a major and for whom Wolfe had helped to solve 
certain problems connected with the. war. The favor he asked of 
Carpenter, and of course got, was a telegram that would open doors 
at the premises of the Beck Products Corporation. 

Not satisfied with that, he opened another valve. At ten minutes 
to four he said to me, /A^rchie. Find out whether it seems advisable 
for me to talk with that man Joe GrolL” 

'Tes, sir. Tea leaves? Or there’s a palmist over on Seventli— 

''See him and find out. Why did he ask where Blaney was up 
there Tuesday evening? Anything else.” 

"As, for instance, when does he marry Mrs. Poor and did she 
ever eat him?” 

"Anything.” 

So afterffie went up to the plant rooms I phoned the office of 
Blaney and Poor and got Joe Groll. No persuasion was required. 
His tone implied that he would be glad to talk witli anybody, any 
time, anywhere, after business hours. He would be free at five- 
thirty. I told him rd be waiting for him at the corner of Varick 
and Adams in a brown Wethersill sedan. 

He was twenty, minutes late. "Sorry to keep you waiting,” he 
apologized as he climbed in front beside me. "I only quit being 
a GI hero two months ago, and they gave me my old job back, and 
it keeps me busy catching up.” 
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His glance at me was a question, but I postponed answering it, 
because my eye being used to taking in things, I had noticed 
something on the sidewalk in the twilight. Sure enough, as I let 
the clutch in and we slid away from the sidewalk, somebody’s de- 
sire to find a taxi got practically frantic. To oblige, I took my 
time. When I saw in the mirror that a taxi had actually been 
snagged, I fed gas and went ahead. Then I answered the question 
his glance had'asked. 

“I don't sport a ruptured duck because I didn’t get over to kill 
any Germans. They gave me a majority so I could run errands for 
Nero Wolfe while he was winning the war. There’s a bar and grill 
on Nineteenth Street that has good Scotch. All right?” 

He didn’t object, so I kept my course, crowding no lights so 
as not to complicate matters for the taxi behind. Its driver was 
no bargain, because when I pulled up in front of Pete’s Bar & 
Grill,' instead of going on by the sap, swerved toward the curb not 
more than thirty yards back. . 

In addition to good Scotch, Pete’s had booths partitioned to 
the ceiling, which furnished privacy. Seated in one of them, I 
was surprised to realize that you could make out a case for calling 
.Joe Groll handsome. They had overdone it a little on the ears, 
but on tlie whole he was at least up to grade if not fancy. After 
we got our drinks I remarked casually, “As I told you on the phone, 

I want to discuss this murder. You may have heard of Nero Wolfe. 
Poor and his wife came to see him Tuesday afternoon, to tell him 
Blaney was .going to dissolve the partnership by killing Poor.” 

He nodded. “Yes, I know.” 

“Oh. The cops told you?” - 

/ “No, Martha told me yesterday. Mrs. Poor. She asked me to come 
up and help about things— the funeral.” He made a gesture. Gosh, 
one lousy civilian funeral makes more fuss than a thousand dead 
men over there did,”, - 

; . r nodded. “Sure, the retail business always has more headaches 
than the wholesale.” r sipped my highball. “I don’t go for this 
theory that it was Helen Vardis that killed Poor. Do you? 

“What?” He stared. “What are you talking about? What 
theory?” His fingers had tightened around his glass. 
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"Why, this idea that. Helen Vardis would do anytliing foi 
Blaney, God knows why, and she made the cigars for him, anc 
she went there Tuesday night*—” 

“Well, for Christ's sake ” He said that calmh^ and then sud 
denly his voice v^ent up high, “Who tliought that one up? Was i1 
that cop Rowcliff? That buzzard?- Was it Nero Wolfe? Was i1 
you?” 

He sounded next door to hysterical. I sure had pushed the VTon§ 
button, or maybe the right one, but I didn't want him sore at me 
“It wasn’t me,” I assured him. “Don’t get excited.” . 

He laughed. It sounded bitter but not hysterical. “That’s right/ 
he said, “I must remember that, not to get excited. Everj-body ij 
very thoughtful. They put you in uniform and teach you whai 
every young man ought to know, and take you across the ocean 
into tlie middle of hell, bombs, . bullets, shells, flame-throwers, 
your friends die right against you and bleed down your neck, anc 
after two years of that they bring you home and turn you loose and 
tell you now remember don’t get excited.” 

He drank his highball, clear to tlie bottom, and put his glass 
down. “I’m all right,” he said calmly. “So I am loose again and 
come back to my job. Don’t get excited. Here’s what I find. A 
girl I had been sort of counting on, named Martha Davis, haj 
married the boss and no one told me. It wasn’t her fault, she nevei 
promised me anything, not even to write to me, but I had been 
looking forward to seeing her. Oh, I saw her, because she was in 
trouble and asked me to help. She thought her husband was going 
to get killed, and knov/ing Blaney as I did I saw no reason to 
doubt it. I met her places a few times because she wanted to tall 
it over with me, and she wanted me to watch Blaney. WHiy am I 
spilling all this to you? You weren’t in the Army?” 

“I was in the Army,” I said, “but I admit nobody bled down 
my neck. I did what I was told.” 

“So did I, brother. Didn’t we all. Anyhow. I wasn’t heartbroken, 
because she seemed a little older than I had remembered her, and 
besides there was another girl who had been nothing but a kid 
in the factor}^ but she had grown up. I’m not tellmg you anything 
the cops don’t know. God, the cops are something! Tliat’s Helen 
Vardis. You saw her the other night.” | 
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“Yeah, she seemed upset/' 

“Upset?" He laughed a one-second laugh. “Sure she was upset. 
I fell for her like a Sherman tank roaring down a cliff. I certainly 
hit bottom— All right, I guess I will. Thanks." 

That was for the second drink, arriving. He picked it up and 
swallowed half. 

“It is good Scotch. She seemed to reciprocate, I guess I was a 
little leery of all civilians, even, her, but she seemed to reciprocate. 
I can't understand what that guy Poor had that attracted girls, and 
at his age too. That I will never understand. First Martha, and 
then her. I saw her with him in a restaurant. Then I saw them 
together in his car. Then I followed her from the ofEce and watched 
her meet him on Fourteenth Street, and they took a taxi and I 
lost them. Naturally I sprung it on her, and she the same as told 
me to go to hell. She refused to explain." 

He finished the drink. “So they say don't get excited. The cops 
told me yesterday, and again today, don't get excited. Which one 
is it that thinks Helen Vardis was helping Blaney? Is it you?" 

I shook my head. “I'm not a cop. It's just something I heard 
an^ I wondered what you thought of it. In a murder case you're 
apt to hear anything." 

“Why do you listen?" 

“Why not? I'm listening to you." 

. Fie laughed, somewhat better. “You're a hell of a guy to work 
on a murder. You don't try to hammer me and you don't try to 
uncle. Do you want to come along and help me do something?" 

/'I might if you'd describe it. I promised my mother I would 
always be helpful to people." 

“Wait a minute. I want to make a phone call." 

Fie slid along the seat and left the booth.,! sipped my highball 
and lit a cigarette, wondering whether the feel of blood going 
down his neck had really loosened a screw in him or if He was 
just temporarily rattled. In less than five minutes he was back, 
sliding along the seat again, and announcing, “Blaney's up at his 
place in Westchester. Fphoned to ask him about a job we're doing, 
but really to find out if he was up there." 

“Good. Now we know. Is that where we're going?" 
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''Nor He gazed at his glass. “I thought I drank that-oh. You 
had it filled apin. Thanks.'' He took some. “Any\\^ay, that idea 
about Helen is silly because it was obviously either Martha or 
Blaney, if the cops have any brains at all. Martha says she went 
to Blaney's place in Westchester at six-fifteen Tuesday to keep a 
date she and Poor had with him, and there was no one there and 
she waited around until ten minutes to seven. Blaney says he was 
there all the time, from a quarter to six on, all evening, until he 
got the phone call from the police tliat Poor had been killed. 
So one of them is lying, and the one that's lying is obviously the 
one that killed Poor. So it's Blaney." 

'"Why, because Martha wouldn't lie?" 

He frowned at me. ''Now don't smart up. What the hell would 
she kill him for? She only got him two years ago and he had 
everything he ever had. Anyway, it was Blaney, and I am fed up 
with all the gear-grinding, and he is now through with me and 
I'll be out of a job, so to hell with him. I'm going to see what I 
can find. On account of the trick cigars the cops wanted to go 
through the office , and factory, and Blaney told them sure, go 
ahead, go as far as you like, but he didn't tell them about the 
abditories and they didn't find them." 

"How do you spell it?" 

He spelled it. "Abditory. Place to hide things. Blaney says it's 
a scientific term. The office is full of tliem. I -haven't had a chance 
before now since Tuesday night, but with him up in Westchester 
I'm going to take a look. With a nut like Blaney you never can 
tell. Want to come along?" 

"Have you got keys?" 

"Keys? I'm the foreman." 

"Okay, finish your drink." 

He did so, and I got the bill and paid it, and we got our hats 
and coats and emerged. Meanwhile I was considering a complica- 
tion and deciding how to handle it. Of course with the sedan I 
could have lost a dozen taxis if I had wanted to, but it would take 
time and gas and wear on the tires, and anyhow, the way it was 
shaping up, it seemed uncalled for. So when we were on the side- 
walk alongside the sedan I asked him to wait a minute, marched 
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back to where the taxi was still parked, jerked the door open and 
stuck my head in, and said, 'There's no sense in this, Helen. Look 
at that meter! Come on and ride with us." 

Even in the dim light she recognized me at the first glance, 
which I took as a compliment. After gasping, she left her mouth 
hanging open, but in spite of that handicap no one with an eye 
for essentials would have had any fault to find with the outlook, 
or perhaps I should say the inlook. 

She re-established control of her jaw muscles enough to say 
briefly, "Get out!" 

"Lookit, mister-—" the taxi driver began like a menace. 

"Ever}^body relax," I said pleasantly. "][ can't get out because 
I'm not in, I'm only looking in." I told the temples, “This is 
absolutely childish. You don't know the first principles of tailing, 
and this driver you happened to get is, if anything, worse. If you 
insist on tailing Joe, okay, we'll put him in the cab and let them 
go ahead, and you ride with me and I'll show you how it's done." 

“Yeah?" the menace croaked. “Show her how what's done?" 

' “See that," I told her. “See the kind of mind he's got." 

All her muscles were now under control. “You're smart as they 
come, aren't you?" 

“That," I said, “you will learn more about as time goes on. I'm 
at least smarter than you are if you let that meter continue to tick. 
Pay him and come on." 

She moved, so I stood aside and held the door while she got out. 
On the sidewalk she faced me and said, “You seem to be in charge 
of everything, so you pay him." 

It was an unpleasant surprise, but I didn't hesitate, first, because 
I liked the way she was handling herself, and second, because all 
expenses would come out of the five grand anyway. So I parted 
with two bucks, took her elbow and steered her to the sedan, 
opened the front door and told Joe Groll, “Move over a little. 
There's room for three." 

It was his turn to let his jaw hang. Apparently it was going to be 
prolonged, and he didn't budge, so I took her elbow again and 
escorted her around to the other side and told her, “Slide in under 
tlie wheel. I'd rather have you next to me anyhow." 
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She did so, and I got in and slammed the door. Bv the time I 
had got the engine started and rolled to the corner and turned 
donmtovm, neither of them had said a word, 

'‘It I were you folhs/' I told them, “I would incorporate and 
call it the Greater New \ork ISIutual Tailing League. I don't see 
how you keep track of who is follovong rrdiom on any r;iven day. 
Of course if one of \'0u gets convicted of murder that vTll put a 
stop to it. You have now, hov^cver, the one good reason that I 
know of for getting married, the fact that a wife can't testih* against 
a husband or \dce ^^ersa.'' I swanked around a pushcart. “One thine 
you want to watch. Now that Poor is dead, Helen tHU tiT to sell 
you the idea, Joe, that she was meeting him on the slv merelv to 
keep him informed of anrahing Blaney seemed to be up to, and 
Joe vdll tr}^ to sell you the idea, Helen, that he was seeing. Ixdartha 
merely for tliat too. Now, of course, he can't marrv her, at least 
not for a long time, because it would look suspicious, and he 
xx'ant you for a stopgap. You should both be realistic—-" 

'"Can it," Joe croaked. "V/ehe not going tliere, where I said. 
Stop and let m.e out." 

"Oh, yes xve are." I stepped on it. "Stopgap or not, you are en- 
jo}ing feeling her sit next to you as much as I am, and I could 
keep right on going to tlie foot of tlie rainbow. If you really wanted 
out, W'hat xvas WTong xvith any of tire stops for traSc lights? She 
can help us, and it won’t hurt to have a witness. Tlie idea is, Helen, 
w*e are bound for the Blaney and Poor oSce to go through the 
abditories. W e think he hid something in tliem," 

"WTiat?" she demanded. 

"We don’t know, hlaybe a detailed estimate in triplicate of 
what it w^ould cost to kill Poor. Maybe a blueprint of tlie cigar. 
Even a rough sketch would help," 

"That’s ridiculous. You sound to me like a clowm." 

"Good. It is a w'dl-knowm fact that clowms have tlie biggest and 
warmest hearts on record except motliers and tliree characters in 
books by Dickens. So if and when you get tired of being a stopgap, 
just give me a ring and — here we are." 

I pulled over to the curb in front of Blaney and Poors on X^arick 
Street. 
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cept at one end where a thread came through, a dark brown 
medium-sized thread as long as my index finger. 

I grunted. 'Where did you find it?” 

“You saw me find it.” Joe sounded either irritated or something 
else. “In that calendar on Blaney's desk.” 

“Oh, that's Blaney's desk. How many, just this one?” 

“No, several.” Joe went to Blaney's desk and then came back 
to us. “Three more. Four altogether.” ‘ 

I took them from him and compared. They were all the same. 
I regarded Helen's attractive face. She looked interested. I regarded 
Joe's handsome face if you didn't count the ears. He looked more 
interested. 

“I think,” I said, “that it was one of these things that was in the 
cigar that Poor never smoked. What do you think?” 

Joe said, “I think we can damn soon find out. Give me one.” 
He had a gleam in his eye. 

I shook m.y head. “The idea doesn't appeal to me.” I looked at 
my wrist. “Quarter to nine. Mr. Wolfe is in the middle of dinner. 
The proper thing is for you to take these objects to the police, but 
they're likely to feel hurt because you didn't tell them about the 
abditories when they were here. We can't interrupt Mr. Wolfe's 
dinner, even with a phone call, so I suggest that I buy you a meal 
somewhere, modest but nutritious, and then we all three go and 
deliver these gadgets, calendar included, to him. He may want to 
ask some questions.” 

“You take them to him,” Joe said. “I think I’ll go home.” ^ 

“I think I'll go home too,” Flelen said. 

“No. Nothing doing. You'll just follow each other and get all 
confused again. If I take these things to Wolfe witliout taking you 
he'll fly into a temper and phone the police to go get you. Not to 
flatter myself, wouldn't you prefer to come with, me?” 

Helen said in the nastiest possible tone, “I don't have to eat at 
the same table with him.” 

Joe said, trying to match her tone but failing because he wasn't 
a female, “If you did I wouldn't eat.” 

Which was all a lot of organic"^ fertilizer. I took them to Gal- 
lagher's, where tliey not only ate at the same table but devoured 
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hunks of steak served from the same platter. It was a little after 
ten when we got to Nero Wolfe’s place on Thirty-fifth Street. 


¥III 

Wolfe was seated behind his desk, with the evening beer— one 
empty bottle and two full ones— on a tray in front of him. Joe 
Groll, in the red leather chair, also had a bottle and glass on the 
/ check-writing table beside him. Helen Vardis would have made a 
good cheesecake shot over by the big globe in an upholstered num- 
ber that Wolfe himself sometimes used. I was at my own desk, as 
usual, with my oral report all finished, watching Wolfe inspect the 
workmanship of the removable bottom of the desk calendar. 

He put it down, picked up one of the metal capsules with its 
dangling thread and gave it another look, put that down too, and 
turned his half-closed eyes on Joe. 

“Mr. Groll;” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“I don’t know how much sense you have. If you have slightly 
more than your share, you must realize that if I hand these* things 
to the police with Mr. Goodwin’s story, they will conclude that 
you' are a liar. They will ask, why did you wait until witnesses were 
present to explore those hiding places? Why did you think they 
were worth exploring at all? Is it even remotely credible that Mr. 
Blaney, after preparing that murderous box of cigars, would leave 
these things there on his desk in a hiding place that a dozen people 
knew about? They will have other questions, but that’s enough to 
show that they will end by concluding that you put the capsules in 
the calendar yourself. Where did you get them?” 

“But listen,” Helen Vardis spoke up, “those abditor— ” 

“Miss Vardis! Please. I don’t want to hear that word again! Mr. 
Goodwin used it repeatedly because he knew it would annoy me, 
but I don’t have to stand it from strangers and I won’t. I’m speak- 
ing to Mr. Groll. Well, sir?” ' 

Joe said firmly, “I wouldn’t know about how much sense I’ve got, 
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but it happened exactly the way you heard it. As for my waiting 
for witnesses, I didn't. I only waited until I was sure Blaney was 
out of range, up at his Westchester place, and then Goodwin was 
there and I asked him to come along on the spur of the moment. 
As for its being remotely credible what you said, there's nothing 
Blaney wouldn't do because he's crazy. He's a maniac. You don't 
know him, so you don't know that." 

Wolfe grunted. 'The devil I don't. I do know that. How long 
have those hiding places been in existence?" 

"Some of them for years. Some are more recent." 

Wolfe tapped the desk calendar with a finger. "How long has 
this been there?" ■“ 

"Oh—" Joe considered. "Four or five years. It was there before 
I got in the Army. Look here, Mr. Wolfe, you seem to forget that 
when I saw those things tonight I had no idea what they were, and 
I still haven't. You seem to know tliey're the same as the loads in 
those cigars, and if you do okay, but I don't." 

"Neither do 1." 

"Then what the hell? Maybe they're full of Chanel Number 
Five or just fresh air." 

Wolfe nodded. "I was coming to that. If I shov/ them to Mr. 
Cramer he'll take them away from me, and also he'll arrest you as 
a material witness, and I may possibly need you. We'll have to find 
out for ourselves." 

He pushed a button, and in a moment Fritz entered. Wolfe 
asked him, "Do you remember that metal percolator that someone 
sent us and we were fools enough to try?" 

"Yes, sir." 

"Did you throw it out?" 

"No, sir, it's in the basement." 

"Bring it here, please." 

Fritz went. Wolfe picked up a capsule and frowned at it and 
then turned to me. "Archie. Get me a piece of newspaper, the can 
of household oil, and a piece of string." 

Under the circumstances I would have preferred to go' out for 
a walk, but there was a lady present who might need protection, 
so I did as I was told. When I got back Fritz was there with the 
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percolator, which was hvo-quart size, made of thick metal. We 
tliree men collected at Wolfe’s desk to watch the preparations, but 
Helen stayed in her chair. With my scissors Wolfe cut a strip of 
newspaper about hvo by eight inches, dropped oil on it and rubbed 
it in with his finger, and rolled it tight into a long, thin, oiled wick. 
Then he held one end of it against tlie end of the capsule thread, 
overlapping a little, and Joe Groll, ready with the piece of string, 
tied them together, Wolfe opened the lid of the percolator. 

“No,” Joe objected. “That might stop it. Anyhow, we don’t want 
this glass here.” 

He finished the job with his swift sure fingers, while Wolfe and 
Fritz and I watched. Removing the glass cap and the inside contrap- 
tion from the percolator, he lowered the capsule tlirough the hole, 
hanging on to the free end of the oiled wick with one hand while 
with the other he stuffed a scrap of newspaper in the hole just tight 
enough to keep the wick from slipping on through. Wolfe nodded 
approvingly and leaned back in his chair. About two inches of the 
wick was protruding. 

“Put it on the floor.” Wolfe pointed. “Over there.” 

Joe moved, taking a folder of matches from his pocket, but I 
intercepted him. “Wait a minute! Gimme.” I took the percolator. 
“The rest of you go in the hall. I’ll light it,” 

Fritz went, and so did Helen, but Joe merely backed to a comer 
and Wolfe didn’t move from his chair. , 

I told Wolfe, “I saw Poor’s face and you didn’t. Go in tire hall.” 

“Nonsense. That little thing?” 

“Then I’ll put a blanket over it.” 

“No. I want to see it,” , 

“So do I,” Joe said. “What the hell. I’ll bet it’s a dud.” 

I shrugged. “I hope Helen has had a course in first aid.” I put 
the percolator on the floor over by the couch, about five paces 
from Wolfe’s desk, lit a match and applied it to the end of the wick, 
and stood back and watched. An inch of the wick burned in tliree 
seconds. “See you at the hospital,” I said cheerily, and beat it to 
the hall, leaving the door open a crack to see through. 

It may have been ten seconds, but it seemed like three times 
that, before the bang came, and it was a man-size bang, followed 
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immediately by another but different kind of bang. Helen grabbed 
my arm, but not waiting to enjoy that I swung the door open and 
stepped through. Joe was still in the corner, looking surprised. 
Wolfe had twisted around in his chair to gaze at a bruise in the 
plaster of the wall behind him. 

'The percolator lid/' he muttered. "It missed me.” 

"Yeah.” I moved across to observe angles and directions. "By 
about an inch.” I stooped to pick up the percolator lid, bent out 
of shape. "This would have felt good on your skull.” 

Fritz and Helen were back in, and Joe came over with the per- 
colator in his hand. "Feel it,” he said. "Hot. Look how it’s twisted. 
Some pill, that is. Dynamite or TNT would never do that, not that 
amount. I wonder what's in it?” I~Ie sniffed, "Do you smell any- 
thing? I don't.” 

"It's outrageous,” Wolfe declared. I looked at him in surprise. 
Instead of being relaxed and thankful for his. escape, he was sitting 
straight in his chair, which meant he was ready to pop with fury. 
"That thing nearly hit me in the head. This settles it. Against Mr. 
Poor there may have been a valid grievance. Against me, none.” 

"Well, for God's sake.” I regarded him without approval, "That's 
illogical. Nobody aimed it at you. Didn't I tell you to go in the hall? 
However, if it made you mad enough to do a little work, fine, here's 
Joe and Helen, you can start on them.” 

"No.” He got to his feet. "I'm going to bed.” He bowed to 
Helen. "Good night, Miss Vardis.” He tilted his head a hundredth 
of an inch at Joe. "Good night, sir. Archie, put these remaining 
capsules in the safe.” He marched to the door and was gone. 

"Quite a guy,” Joe remarked. "Fie didn't bat an eye when that 
thing went off and the lid flew past his ear.” , 

"Yeah,” I growled. "He has Sts, Lie's having one now. Instead 
of taking you two apart and turning you inside out, which is what 
he should have done, he didn't even tell you where to head in. Do 
, you tell the police about tonight or not? I would say, for the pres- 
ent, not. Come on. Taxis are hard to find around here, *and I've got 
to put the car away anyhow. I'll drop you somewhere.” 

We went. When I got back, some time later, I made a little dis- 
covery. Opening the safe to follow my custom of checking the 
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cash last thing at night, I found two hundred bucks gone and an 
entry in the book for that amount in Wolfe^s handwriting which 
said, ''Saul Panzer, advance on expenses.” 

So anyhow Saul was working. 


Ei: 

Friday morning, having nothing else to do, I solved the case. I did 
it with cold logic. Everything fitted perfectly, and all I needed was 
enough evidence for a jury. Presumably that was what Saul Panzer 
was getting. I do not intend to put it all down here, the way I 
worked it out, because first it would take three full pages, and sec- 
ond I was wrong. Anyway I had it solved when, a little before nine 
o'clock I was summoned to Wolfe's room and given an errand to 
perform with detailed instructions. It sent me to Twentieth Street, 
so I went to the garage for the car and headed south. 

I would just as soon have dealt with one of the underlings, but 
Cramer himself was in his office and said to bring me in. As . I sat 
down he whirled his chair a quarter turn, folded his arms, and asked 
conversationally; "What have you, two liars got cooked up now?” 

I grinned at him. "Why don't you call Wolfe a liar to his face 
someday? Do it while I'm there.” I took two of the capsules, with 
threads attached, from my vest pocket, put them on his desk, and 
inquired, "Do you need any more of these?” 

He picked one of them up and gave it a good look, then the other 
one, put them in a drawer of his desk, folded his arms again, and 
looked me in the eye to shrivel me. 

"All right,” he said quietly. "Go on. They came in the inail, in a 
package addressed to Wolfe with letters cut out of a magazine.” 

"No, sir, not at all. Where I spent the night last night I was idly 
running my fingers through her lovely hair and felt something, and 
there they were.” Cramer was strictly a. family man and had stern 
ideas. Seeing I had him blushing, I went on, "Actually it was like 
this.” 

I told him the whole story, straight and complete. 
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He had questions, both during the recital and at the end, and I 
answered what I could. The one I had expected him to put first, he 
saved till the last. 

‘'Well,'' he said, “for' the present we'll assume that I believe you. 
You know what that amounts to, but weTl assume it. Even so, hovy 
are you on figures? How much are two and one?" 

“I'm pretty good. Two plus one plus one equals four." 

“Yes? Where do you get that second plus one?" 

“So you can add," I conceded. “Mr. Wolfe thought maybe you 
couldn't. However, so can we. Four capsules were found. Two are 
there in your drawer. One, as I told you, was used in a scientific 
experiment in Wolfe's office and damn near killed him. He's keep- 
ing the other one for the Fourth of July." 

. “Like hell he is. I want it." 

“Try and get it." I stood up. “Search warrant, subpoena, replevin, 
riot squad, tear gas, shoot the works. Standing in with G-2 as he 
does, he could get a carload of those things if he wanted them, but 
apparently he has taken a liking to this one nice bright little cap- 
sule. My God, you're hard to please. Your men searched Blaney 
and Poor's without finding a single abditory, and I had to go and 
do it for you, and we're splitting fifty-fifty on the capsules. And you 
beef. May I go now?" 

“Beat it. ril get it." 

I turned with dignity and went. 

When I got back to Wolfe's Fritz met me in the hall to tell me 
there was a woman in the office, and when I entered I found it was 
Martha Poor. 

I sat down at my desk and told her, “Mr. Wolfe will be engaged 
until eleven o'clock." I glanced at my wrist. “He'll be down in 
forty minutes." 

She nodded. “I know. I'll wait," 

She didn't look exactly bedraggled, nor would I say pathetic, but 
there was certainly nothing of the man-eater about her. She seemed 
older than she had on Tuesday. Anyone could have told at a glance 
that she was having trouble, but whether it was bereavement or 
bankruptcy was indicated neither by her clothes nor her expression. 
She merely made you feel like going up to her, maybe putting your 
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hand on her shoulder or patting her on the arm, and asking, “Any- 
thing I can do?"' It occurred to me that if she had been old enough 
to be my mother there would have been no question about how 
I felt, but she positively was not. If I had wanted to pass the time 
by deciding what I might want her for when she stopped being in 
trouble, it would not have been for a mother. 

Of course, since at that time I still had the case solved, and all I 
needed was evidence, there were about a dozen things I would have 
liked to ask her, but it seemed advisable to wait and let Wolfe do it. 

I reached that conclusion while I v/as sitting with my back to her, 
entering plant germination records, and that reminded me of a 
minor point I hadn't covered. I went to the kitchen and asked Fritz 
if he had told Wolfe who had come to see him, and Fritz said he 
hadn't, he had left that to me. So I returned to the office, buzzed 
the plant rooms, got Wolfe, and told him, “Returned from rqission. ' 
I gave them to Cramer himself, and he says he'll get the other one. 
Mrs. Poor is down here waiting to see you." 

“Confound that woman. Send her away." 

“But she-" 

“No. I know what she wants. I studied her. She wants to know 
what I'm doing to earn that money. Tell her to go home and read 
that receipt." 

The line died, I swung my chair around and told Martha, “Mr. 
Wolfe says for you to go home and read the receipt." 

She stared. “What?" 

“He thinks you came to complain because he isn't earning the 
money your husband paid him, and the idea of having to earn 
money offends him. It always has." 

“But— that's ridiculous. Isn't it?" 

“Certainly it is." I fought back the impulse to step over and pat 
her on the shoulder, “But my advice is to humor him, much as I 
enjoy having you here. Nobody alive can handle him but me. If he 
came down and found you here he would turn around and walk 
out. If you have anything special to say, tell me and I'll tell him. 
He'll listen to me because he has to, or fire me, and he can't fire 
me because then he would never do any work at all and would 
eventually starve to death." * 
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'1 shouldn't think—” She stopped and stood up. She took a step 
toward the door, then turned and said^ “I shouldn't think a cold- 
blooded murder is something to joke about.” 

I had to fight back the impulse again. 'Tm not joking/' I de- 
clared. 'Tlain facts. What did you want to say to him?” 

just wanted a talk with him. He hasn't come to see me. Neither 
have you.” She tried to smile, but all she accomplished was to start 
her lip quivering. She stopped it. “You haven't even phoned me. 

I don't knov/ what's happening. The police asked me about two of 
my hairs being in that box of cigars, and I suppose they have told 
Mr. Wolfe about it, and I don't even know what he thinks or 
what he told the police . . .” 

I grinned at her. “That's easy. He made a speech to the jury, 
demonstrating that those hairs in the box were evidence that you 
did hot kill your husband.” I went to her and put a hand on her 
arm, like a brother. “Listen, lady.^ Isn't the funeral this afternoon?” 

■■ -"Yes.'/ . . 

''Okay, go and have the funeral, that's enough for you for one - 
day. Leave the rest to me. I mean, if anything occurs that it would\ 
help you to know about, I'll see that you know. Right?” 

She didn't pull anything corny like grasping my hand with hers 
firm and warm or gazing at me with moist eyes filled with trust. She 
did meet my eyes, but only long enough to say, "Thank you, Mr. 
Goodwin,'' and turned to go. I went to. the front door and let her 
out. 

After Wolfe came down the relations between u" were nothing 
to brag about. Apparently he had nothing to offer, and I was too 
sore to start in on him, I had brought him Helen and Joe, and ex- 
cept' for having fun with that capsule like a kid with a firecracker, 
he hadn't bothered to disturb one cell of his celebrated brain. 
Martha had come . on her own, and he wouldn't even see her. As 
for Blaney, I had to admit I couldn't blame him much on that, but 
the fact remained that he had walked out without doing a lick of 
work. ' ; 

He passed the.time until lunch going through catalogues, and at 
two-thirty p.m., with a veal cutlet and half a bushel of Fritz's best 
mixed salad stowed in the hold, he returned to the office and re- 
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Slimed with catalogues. That got intermpted before long, but not 
by me. Tlie bell rang, and I went to the front and it was Saul 
Panzer, I took him to the ofEce. 

V/olfe greeted him and then told me, “Archie. Go up and help 
Theodore with the pollen lists:' 

There was nothing new about it, but that didn’t make me like if 
any better. When the day finally comes that I tie Wolfe to a stake 
and shoot him, one of the fundamental reasons will be his theory 
that the less I know the more I can help, or to. put it another way, 
that everything inside my head.shows on my face. It only makes it 
worse that he doesn’t really believe it. He merely can’t stand it to 
have anybody keep up with him at any time on any track. I am 
being fair about it. I admit that even under ideal circumstances it 
wouldn’t happen very often, but it would ruin a good meal for him 
if it ever happened at all. 

I did my best with Theodore and the pollen lists, not wanting to 
take it out on them. The conference with Saul seemed to be com- 
prehensive, since a full hour passed before the house phone in the 
potting room buzzed. Theodore answered it, and told me that I 
was wanted downstairs. 

When I got there Saul was gone. I had a withering remark pre- 
pared, thinking to open up with it, but had to save it for some other 
time. Wolfe w^as seated behind his desk, leaning back mth his eyes 
closed, and his lips were moving, pushing out and then in again, 
out and in. ... 

So I sat down and kept my mouth shut. The brain had actually 
got on the job, and I knew better than to make remarks, withering 
or not, during the performance of miracles. Tire first result, which 
came in ten or twelve minutes after I entered, did not however 
seem to be very miraculous. Fie opened his eyes halFvay, grurited, 
and muttered, “Archie. Yesterday you showed me an article in a 
paper about a man’s body found in an orchard near Wliite Plains, 
but I didn’t look at it. Now^ I want it.” 

“Yes, sir. There was more this morning—” 

“Have they identified the body?” 

“No, sir. The head was smashed— ” 

“Get it.” 
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I obeyed. Newspapers were kept in the office for three days, I 
opened it to the page and handed it to him. He would read a news- 
paper only one way, holding it out wide open, no folding, with his 
arms stretched. I had never tried to get him to do it more intelli- 
gently because it was the only strenuous exercise he ever got and 
was therefore good for him. He finished the Thursday piece and 
asked for Friday's, and finished that. 

Then he told me, “Get the district attorney of Westchester 
County. What's his name? Fraser." 

“Right." I got busy with the phone. I had no trouble getting the 
office, but then they gave me the usual line about Mr. Fraser being 
in conference and I had to put on pressure. Finally the elected 
person said hello. 

Wolfe took it. “How do you do, Mr. Fraser. Nero Wolfe. I have 
something to give you. That body-found in an orchard Wednesday- 
evening with the head crushed— has it been identified?" 

Fraser was brusque, “No. What—" 

“Please. Vm giving you something. Put this down. Arthur 
Plowell, nine one four West Seventy-eighth Street, New York. He 
worked for the Beck Products Corporation of Basston, New Jersey. 
They have an office at six two two East Forty-second Street, New 
York. His dentist was Lewis Marley, six nine nine Park Avenue, 
New York. That should help. Try that. In return for this, I would 
appreciate it very much if you will have me notified the moment 
the identification is made. Did you get it all down?" 

“Yes. But what-" . 

“No, sir. That's all. That's all you'll get from me until I get word' 
of the identification." 

There was some sputtering protest from the White Plains end, 
but it accomplished notliing. Wolfe hung up with a self-satisfied 
smirk on his big face, cleared his throat importantly, and picked up 
a catalogue. ; 

I growled at him, “So it's in the bag. A complete stranger named 
Arthur Howell. After snitching the capsules from Beck Products 
and making the cigars and getting them into Poor's home God 
knows how, he was overcome by remorse and went to an orchard 
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and took his clothes off and lay down and ran a car over himself 
with radio control-— 

‘‘Archie. Shut up. We are ready to act in any case^ but it will 
make things a little simpler if that corpse proves to be Mr. Howell; 
so it is worth waiting for a report on it."' He glanced at the clock; 
which said seven minutes to four; and put the catalogue down. “We 
might as well prepare it now. Get that capsule from the safe/' 

I thought to myself, this time it may not miss him, but as for 
me, Tm going outdoors. However, it appeared that he was going 
to try some new gag instead of repeating with the percolator. By 
the time I got the capsule from the safe and convoyed it to him, he 
had taken two articles from a drawer and put them on his desk. One 
was a roll of Scotch tape. The other was a medium-sized photo- 
graph of a man, mounted on gray cardboard. I gave it a glance, then 
picked it up and did a thorough job of looking. It was unquestion- 
ably Eugene R. Poor. 

“Goody," I said enthusiastically. “No wonder you're pleased. 
Even if Saul had to pay two hundred bucks for it— " 

“Archie. Let me have that. Here, hold this thing." 

I helped. What I was to hold was the capsule, flat on the card- 
board near a corner, while. he tore off a piece of tape and fastened 
it there. When he lifted the photo and jiggled it to see if the. fasten- 
ing was firm, the thread dangled over Poor's right eye." . 

“Put it in an envelope and in the safe," he said, glanced at the 
clock, and made for the hall and the' elevator. 

That was all for the present. I sat at my desk and went over the 
case again, testing my logic point by point. The conclusion I 
reached an hour later was that there were two distinct kinds of 
logic, Wolfe’s and mine, and that they were destined to clash. I 
wasn't dumb enough not to have a general idea of where his was 
headed for, but where he got the notion that we were ready to act 
was way beyond me. It looked to me as if we were barely ready to 
start wondering what to do. 

At six o'clock he returned to the office, rang for Fritz to bring 
beer, and took up where he had left off with the catalogues. Al 
eight o'clock Fritz summoned us to dinner. At nine-thirty we re- 
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turned to the ofhce. At a quarter to ten a phone call came from 
District Attorney Fraser. The body had been identified. It was 
Arthur Howell. An assistant district attorney and a pair of detec- 
tives were on their way to Thirty-fifth Street to ask Wolfe how 
come and would he please supply all necessary details, including 
the present address of the murderer. 

Wolfe hung up, leaned back and sighed, and muttered at me, 
“Archie. You’ll have to pay a call on Mrs. Poor.” 

I objected, “She’s probably in bed, tired out. The funeral was 
today.” 

“It can’t be helped. Saul will go with you.” 

I stared. “Saul?” 

“Yes. He’s up in my room asleep. He didn’t get to bed last night. 
You will take her that photograph of her husband. You should 
leave as soon as possible, before that confounded Westchester 
lawyer gets here. I don’t want to see him. Tell Fritz to bolt the 
door after you go. Ring my room and tell Saul to come down at 
once. Then I’ll give you your instructions.” 


- X ;; 

The appearance of the living room in the Poor apartment on 
Eighty-fourth Street was not the same as it had been when I had 
arrived there three evenings before. Not only was there no army of 
city employees present and no man of the house with his face gone 
huddled on the floor, but the furniture had been moved around. 
The chair Poor had sat iri when he lit his last cigar was gone, prob- 
ably to the cleaners on account of spots, the table Cramer had used 
for headquarters had been shifted to the other side of the room, and 
the radio had been moved to the other end of the couch. 

Martha Poor was sitting on the couch, and I was on a chair I 
had pulled around to face her. She was wearing something that 
wasn t a bathrobe and wasn’t exactly a dress, modest, with sleeves 
and only a proper amount of throat showing; 

I in here under orders,” I told her. “I said this morning that if 
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anything happened that it would help you to know about Fd see 
that you knew, but this isn’t it. This is different. Nero Wolfe sent 
me with orders. I just want to make that clear. Item number one 
is to hand you this envelope and invite j^ou to look at the contents.” 

She took it from me. With steady fingers^ slow-moving rather 
than hurried, she opened the flap and pulled out the photograph. 

I informed her, “That decoration may look like something by 
Dali, but it was Nero Wolfe’s idea. I am not authorized to discuss 
it or the picture from any angle, just there it is, except to remark 
that it is a very good likeness of your husband. I only saw him that 
one time, the other afternoon at the office, but of course I had a 
long and thorough look at him. Wednesday we could have sold 
that photo to a newspaper for a nice amount, but of course we 
didn’t have it Wednesday.” 

She had put the photo beside her on the couch and was pinch- 
ing an edge of the cardboard between her index finger and thumb- 
nail, with the nail sinking in. She was looking straight at me. The 
muscles of her throat had tightened, which no doubt accounted 
for the change in her voice when she spoke. 

“Where did you get it?” 

r shook my head. “Out of bounds. As I said. I’m under orders. 
Item number two is just a piece of information to the effect tliat 
a man named Saul Panzer is out in-the back hall on this floor, stand- 
ing by the door of the service elevator. Saul is not big but he just 
had a nap and is alert. Number three: that naked body found up 
in Westchester with the head smashed by running a car over it, 
in an orchard not more than ten minutes’ drive from either Monty’s 
Tavern or Blaney’s place, has been identified as formerly belonging 
to a man named Arthur Plov/ell, an employee of the Beck Products 
Corporation.” 

Her eyes hadn’t moved. J hadn’t even seen the lashes, blink. She 
said in a faraway voice, “I don’t know why you tell me about that. 
Arthur Howell? Did you say Arthur Howell?” 

“Yep, that’s right. Howell, Arthur. Head flattened to a pancake, 
but enough left for the dentist. As for telling you about it. I’m only 
obeying orders.” I glanced at my wrist. “Number four: it is now 
twenty past ten. At a quarter to eleven I am supposed either to 
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arrive back at the ofBce or phone. If I do neither, Nero Wolfe will 
phone Inspector Cramer and then here, they'll come. Not as many 
as Tuesday evening I suppose, because they won't need all the 
scientists, but plenty." 

Tstopped, stilLmeeting her eye, and then went bn, “Let's see. 
Photo and capsule, Saul out back, Howell, cops at a quarter to 
eleven . . . that's all." 

She got up, with the photo in her hand, and started for a door 
to the right, the one she had retreated through Tuesday when 
Blaney had arrived on the scene. 

It was up to me to decide. If she wanted to be alone to get her 
mind arranged, or anything else arranged, that was all right with 
me, but the one detail which I thought had not been sufficiently 
considered was fire escapes. So although I would have much pre- 
ferred to stay where I was, I went along. ; ■ 

That game of follow the leader was one of my experiences that 
can stay unique and suit me fine. She might have been a deaf-and- 
dumb renting agent showing me the apartment, and me a deaf-and- 
dumb prospective tenant. First we did the . master bedroom, her in 
front and me right behind. She went and opened a closet door, 
looked in a moment, and shut it again. Then she crossed to another, 
door that was standing open. I had never seen .a fire escape with an 
entrance through a bathroom window, but I thought it wouldn't 
hurt to look so I did. Seeing it was okay, I baclced out and she shut 
the door, staying inside. I went to a window and frowned out at the 
dark for maybe three minutes, and apparently I forgot to breathe, 
for when the door opened and she came out I pulled in enough 
oxygen to fill a barrel. Observing that she no longer was carrying 
the photograph, I let her go on being it. lier next destination was 
the back door, leading from the kitchen to the service hall. With 
me, at her elbow, she pulled the door wide open, and we were 
both looking at Saul, standing there reading a newspaper. 

Pie turned his head our way, and I said, “Hello, Saul." . 

He said,. “Hello, Archie." 

She closed the door, not letting it bang, and went by way of the 
dining room back to the living room and .on to the front foyer. If 
this seems crazy to you reading about it, that's nothing to what it 
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I seemed to me helping do it. Not wanting any scene in the public 

j halh I slipped ahead of her in the foyer and stood with my bacls 

against the entrance door, and she simply turned around and re- 
entered the living room, I hadn't the dimmest idea then whether 
I she was merely a rat in a cage and acting like one, or what, and I 

I - haven't now. But I wasn't going to have to phone Nero Wolfe 

] that she had climbed down a fire escape and would he please tell the 

j police to start looking, so when she kept going until she was in the 

; master bedroom again I was right there. 

j She hadn’t uttered one word since she had asked me if I had said 

I . Arthur Howell, but now she did. When she turned, in the middle 

1 of the room, near the foot of the big double bed where she had 

I presumably slept with her husband, I thought she was going to 

j take hold of me, but all she did was stand in front of me, about 

I eight inches away, looking up at me. She came about up to my chin, 

that was all. She wasn't tall. ' 

/'Archie Goodwin," she said. 'Tou think I'm terrible, don't you? 
r. You think I'm an awfuk woman, bad clear through. Don't you?" 

. "I'm not thinking, lady.- I'm just an errand boy." The funny 
thing was that if at any moment up to then I had made a list , of 
the ten most beautiful women she would not have been on. 
"You've had lots of experience," she said, her head back to look 
I up at me. "You know what women are like. I knew you did when 

K you put your hand on my arm yesterday. You know I'm a man's 

i woman, but it has to be the right man. Just one man's, forever." 

i She started to smile, and her lip began to quiver,: and she stopped 

i it. "But I didn't find the man until it was too late. I didn't find him 

i ^ until you put your hand on my arm yesterday. You could have had 

i me then, forever yours, you could have me now if anything like that 

j ^ was possible. I. mean— we could go - away together— now— you 

I wouldn't have to promise anything— only you could find out if you 

I - want me forever too— the way I want you— " 

I , She lifted her hand and touched me, just a touch, the tips o 
j her fingers barely, brushing my sleeve.. 

1 I jerked back. ' - . 

I "Listen," I said, with my voice sounding peculiar, so I tried to 

; . correct it. /Tou are extremely good, no question about it, but as 
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you say, it's too late. You are trying to go to bat when your side 
already has three out in the ninth, and that's against the rules. 
I'll hand it to you that you are extremely good. When you turn it 
on it flows. But in seven minutes now Nero Wolfe will be, phoning 
the police, so you'd better fix your hair. You'll be having your 
picture taken." 

She hauled off and smacked me in the face. I barely felt it and 
didn't even move my hands. 

“I hate men,” she said through her teeth. “God, how I hate 
men!" 

She turned and walked to the bathroom, and entered and closed 
the door. 

I didn't kiiow whether she had gone to fix her hair or what, and 
I didn't care. Instead of crossing to the window and standing there 
without breathing, as I had done before, I sat down on the edge of 
the bed and did nothing but breathe. I suppose I did actually know 
what was going to happen. Anyhow, when it happened, when the 
noise came, not nearly as loud as it had been in Wolfe's office be- 
cause then the capsule. had been inside a rnetal percolator, I don't 
think I jumped or even jerked. I did not run, but walked, to the 
bathroom door, opened it and entered. 

Less than a minute later I went to the back door in the kitchen 
and opened that and told Saul Panzer, “All over. She stuck it in her 
mouth and lit the fuse. You get out. Go and report to Wolfe. I'll 
phone the cops." 

“But you must be— I'll stay— " 

“No, go on. Step on it. I feel fine." 


XI 


At noon the next day, Saturday, I was getting fed up with all the 
jabber because I had a question or two I wanted to, ask myself. 
Cramer had come to Nero Wolfe's office prepared to attack from 
all sides at once, bringing not only Sergeant Purley Stebbins but 
also a gang of civilians consisting of Helen Vardis, Joe Groll, and 
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Conroy Blaney. Blaney had not been let in. On that Wolfe would 
not budge. Blaney was not to enter his house. The others had all 
been admitted and were now distributed around the ofEce, witli 
Cramer, of course, in the red leather chair. For over half an hour 
he and Wolfe had been closer to getting locked in a death grip 
than I had ever seen them before. 

Wolfe was speaking. 'Then arrest me,’’ he said. "Shut up, get 
a warrant, and arrest me.” 

Cramer, having said about all an inspector could say, merely 
glared. 

"Wording the charge would be difficult,” Wolfe murmured. 
When he was maddest he murmured. "I have not mthheld evi- 
dence, or obstructed justice, or shielded the guilty. I thought it 
possible that Mrs. Poor, confronted suddenly with tliat evidence, 
would collapse and confess.” 

"Nuts,” Cramer said wearily. "How about confronting me wdth 
the evidence? Instead of evidence, what you confront me witli is 
another corpse. And I know”— he tapped the chair arm with a stiff 
finger— "exactly why. Tire only evidence you had that was wortli a 
damn was that photograph of Artliur Howell. If you had turned it 
over to me—” 

"Nonsense. You already had a photograph of Artliur Howell. 
Several of them. The Beck Products Corporation people gave them 
to you on Thursday, So tliey told Saul Panzer. \Wiat good would 
one more do you?” 

"Okay.” Cramer was in a losing fight and knew it. "But I didn’t 
know that Howell had come to see you on Tuesday witli Mrs. Poor, 
passing himself off as her husband. Dressed in the same kind of 
suit and shirt and tie that Poor was wearing that day. Only you 
and Goodwin knew that.” 

"I knew it. Mr. Goodwin didn’t. He thought it was a photo- 
graph of Mr. Poor.” • 

"Protecting the help, huh?” Cramer snorted ineredulously. "Any- 
how, you knew it, and you knew it sewed her up, and you knew if 
she was arrested and came to trial you would have to go to court 
and testify, and you don’t like to leave home and you don’t like 
what there is to sit on in a courtroom, so you arranged it otherwise, 
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and ril be damned if anyone has appointed you judge, jury, dis- 
trict attorney, and the police force all in one/' 

Wolfe's shoulders moved an eighth of an inch up and down, ''As 
I said, get a warrant, but watch the wording." 

Cramer glared. A noise like a giggle came from the direction of 
Helen Vardis, and Joe Groll, being perched on the arm of her chair 
and. therefore close enough, put his hand over hers. Apparently the 
days when they had taken turns following each other were only 
a memory. 

I put in an entry. "Excuse me, but when you gentlemen finish 
the shadow-boxing I would like to ask a question." I was looking 
at Wolfe. "You say you knew Poor wasn't Poor. When and how?" 

Of course Wolfe faked. He sighed as if he were thinking now this 
is going to be an awful bore. Actually he was alv/ays tickled stiff to 
show how bright he was. 

Plis eyes came to me. "Wednesday evening you told me that Mr. 
Poor smoked ten to fifteen cigars a day. Thursday Mr. Cramer said 
the same thing. But the man that came here Tuesday, calling him- 
self Poor, didn't even know how to hold a cigar, let alone smoke 
one." ' ; 

"He was nervous." 

"If he was he didn't show it, except witli the cigar. You saw him. 
It was a ludicrous performance and he should never have tried it. 
When I learned that Mr. Poor was a veteran cigar smoker, the only 
question was who had impersonated him in this office? And tlie 
complicity of Mrs. Poor was obvious, especially with the added in- 
formation, also furnished by Mr. Cramer, that no photograph of 
Mr. Poor was available. There are photographs of everybody nowa- 
days. Mrs. Poor was an ass. She was supremely an ass when she 
selected me to bamboozle. She wanted to establish the assumption 
that Mr. Blaney was going to kill Mr. Poor. That was intelligent. 
She did not want to take her counterfeit Mr, Poor to the police, 
for fear someone there might be acquainted with the real Mr. Poor. 
That also was intelligent. But it was idiotic to choose me as the 
victim." 

"She hated men," I remarked. 

Wolfe nodded. "She must have had a low opinion of men. In 
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order to get what she wanted, which presumably was something 
like half a million dollars— counting her husband's fortune, the in- 
surance money, and a half share in the business after Mr. Blaney 
had been executed for the murder of Mr. Poor— she was willing 
to kill three men, two by direct action and one indirectly. Inci- 
dentally, except for the colossal blunder of picking on me she was 
not a fool." 

'The hell she wasn't," Cramer growled. "With all that trick 
set-up? She was absolutely batty." , 

"No, sir." Wolfe shook his head. "She was not.;Go back over it. 
She didn't manufacture the trick set-up out of her head, she simply 
used what she had. On a certain day she found herself with these 
ingredients at hand. One, the hostility between the partners in the 
business, amply corroborated by such details as Mr. Poor having 
Miss Vardis spy on Mr. Blaney, and Mrs. Poor herself having Mr. 
Groll do the same. Two, her acquaintance with a man named 
Arthur Howell, who had access to a supply of explosive, capsules 
capable of concealment in a cigar, and who also sufhciently re- 
sembled her husband in build and general appearance except for 
the face itself, and she intended to take care of the face. Ten of 
your men, Mr. Cramer, kept at it for a week or so, can probably 
trace her association with Mr. Howell. They're good at that.. Un- 
questionably it was those qualifications of Mr. Howell that sug- 
gested the details of her plan. She did not of course inform him that 
she hated men. Quite the contrary. She persuaded him to help her 
kill her husband, offering, presumably, a strong incentive." 

"She was good at offering incentives," Tdeclared. "She was good 
period. The way she pretended here, Tuesday afternoon, that she 
wanted Poor to skip it and go live in the country and grow roses, 
with her to cook and darn socks." 

Wolfe nodded, "r admit she was ingenious. By the way, Mr. 
Groll, did she have an opportunity to conceal those four capsules 
in that desk calendar?" . 

"Yes," Joe said. "Helen and I were discussing that. She came 
there Tuesday to go with Poor to the rodeo, and she could have 
done it then. Anyv^ay, she had keys, she could have done it any 
time." , 
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“That was well coticeived/' Wolfe said approvingly. “That and 
the hairs in the box of cigars. She was preparing for all contingen- 
cies. Neither of those touches was meantior you, Mr. Cramer, but 
for a jury in case it ever got to that. She had sense enough to know 
what a good lawyer could do with complications of that sort. Will 
you gentlemen have some beer?” ' 

“No,” Cramer said bluntly. “ITl have a question. Poor wasn't , 
here Tuesday afternoon?” 

“No, sir. Arthur Howell was.” 

“Then where was he?” ■ 

“At the rodeo.” Wolfe pushed a button, two pushes for beer. 
“Again Mrs. Poor was ingenious. Look at her schedule for Tues- 
day. She went to the Blaney and Poor office— what time, Mr. 
Groll?” 

Plelen answered. “She came around noon. They went to lunch 
together and then were going to the rodeo.” 

“Thank you. So all she had to do was to make some excuse and 
see that he went to the rodeo alone. It was an ideal, selection— 
Madison Square Garden, that enormous crowd. Then she met 
Arthur Ho welh somewhere near, having arranged for him to be 
dressed as her husband was dressed, and brought him here. She 
was driving her car— or her husband's car. They left here a little 
before five o'clock. Between here arid Forty-second Street he got 
out and went to Grand Central to take a train to Wliite Plains. 
A woman who could persuade a man to help her kill her husband 
could surely persuade him to take a train to White Plains.” 

Fritz brought beer, and "Wolfe opened a bottle and poured. 

“Then she continued to Fiftieth Street and met her husband as 
he left the rodeo, and they drove to Westchester, , having an ap- 
pointment to see Mr. Blaney at his place there. She talked her hus- 
band out of that, left him at a place called Monty's. Tavern, drove 
somewhere, probably the White Plains railroad station, met Arthur 
Howell there as arranged, drove to an isolated spot probably previ- 
ously selected, turned off the road into an orchard, killed Mr. 
Howell or knocked him unconscious with whatever she used for 
that purpose, removed his clothing, and ran the car over him to 
obliterate his face.” 
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A noise came from Helen Vardis. She had obliterated her owr 
face by covering it with her hands. That gave Joe an excuse to toucli 
her again^ which he did. 

''Granted her basic premise/' Wolfe went on, "she couldn't very 
well have been expected to let Arthur Howell continue to live. She 
would never have had a carefree moment. What if Mr. Goodwin 
or I had met him on the street? That thought should have occurred 
to him, but apparently something about Mrs. Poor had made him 
quit thinking. There are precedents. Since she was good at detail, I 
presume she spread his coat over his head so as to leave no telltale 
matter on her tires. What she then did with the clothing is no 
longer of interest, at least not to me." 

He drank beer. "She proceeded. First to Mr. Tlaney's place to 
make sure, by looking through windows, that he was alone there, so 
that she could safely say that she had gone to see him and couldn't^ 
find him. Again she was providing for all contingencies. If Arthur 
Howeirs body was after all identified, known as that of a man who 
was with the Beck Products Corporation and had access to those 
capsules, it would help to have it established that Mr. Blaney had ^ 
not been at home during the time that Arthur. Howell had been : 
killed. It wouldn't surprise me if a good search around Mr. Blaney's 
place discovered Mr. HoweH's clothes concealed— no, that wbuldn- 1 ‘ 
.do, since they were the same as Mr. Poors. She wouldn't make tliat ■ 
kind of mistake." ■ : 

/ He emptied the glass. "The rest is anticlimax, though of course 
for her it was the grand consummation. She returned to Monty's 
Tavern, told her husband Mr. Blaney had not been at home, dined ; 
with him, drove back to New York and went to their apartment, . 
and got him a nice fresh cigar from a new box. Everything worked 
perfectly. It sounds more complicated than it really , was. Such 
details as making sure that no photographs of her husband would 
be available for the newspapers had no doubt been, already attended ; 
■■/to."-'/.; /■■■'- 

"That receipt you signed,"- Gramer growled. 

"What? Oh. That gave her no difficulty. Arthur Howell gave the 
receipt to her, naturally, and she put it in her husband's pocket. 
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That was important. It was probably the first thing she did after the 
cigar exploded.” 

“Meanwhile you've got the five thousand dollars.” 

“Yes, sir. I have.” 

“But Poor didn't pay it to you. You never saw Poor. You weren't 
hired by him. If you want to say Mrs. Poor paid it, do you take 
money from murderers?” 

It was one of Cranaer's feeblest attempts to be nasty, certainly not 
up to his standard. 

Wolfe merely poured beer and said, “Pfui. Whether Mr. Poor 
paid me or not, he got his money's worth.” 

Try analyzing the logic of that. I can't. 



